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ABSTRACT - Encounters and Fictions: talking to plants. Listening to what
the plants say in order to talk to them is the proposal that mobilizes the
writing of this article. It starts with a problematization about the utilitar-
ian perspective that commonly characterizes the relationship between hu-
mans and plants. This relationship is also reproduced in the teaching of
botany, when it is often thought from a technical and hierarchical point of
view towards plants and other non-humans. Thus, based mainly on reper-
toires and notions coming from the arts, philosophy and literature, what is
sought is to build possibilities for other encounters with plants. Less hierar-
chical encounters in which it is possible to hear the almost inaudible voice
of the plants and talk to them.
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RESUMO - Encontros e Fic¢coes: conversando com as plantas. Ouvir o que
dizem as plantas para com elas conversar € a proposta que mobiliza a es-
crita deste artigo. Parte-se de uma problematizacdo sobre a perspectiva
utilitarista que comumente caracteriza a relacdo entre humanos e plantas.
Relacao que se reproduz, também, no ensino de botanica, quando frequen-
temente pensado a partir de um olhar formativo tecnicista e hierarquico
para as plantas e outros nao humanos. Assim, baseando-se principalmente
em repertérios e nogcdes provenientes das artes, da filosofia e da literatu-
ra, o que se busca é construir possibilidades de outros encontros com as
plantas. Encontros menos hierdrquicos nos quais seja possivel escutar a voz
quase inaudivel das plantas e com elas conversar.
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Educacdo & Realidade, Porto Alegre, v. 48, 124169, 2023. 1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/2175-6236124169vs02



Encounters and Fictions

Introduction

It is the third strophe of the poem the flower and its protest, by
Adriana Lisboa (2021, p. 31), that triggers the writing of this article: “[...]
but what does the flower say / when we don’t borrow it/ for fights, griefs,
loves /or metaphors”. The verse, breathed almost like a prophecy (what
the flower says), provokes a disconcerting and uncomfortable shudder
when we consider that the most common way in which we humans re-
late to plants is from a utilitarian perspective. However, trying to lis-
ten to what the plants say is one of the issues that have animated the
proposals I have made to work with teaching botany in high school, in
technical courses at a technological institution.

For some time now, the teaching of botany in Educagdo Bdsicahas
been problematized, mainly based on the concept of botanical blind-
ness, proposed by Wandersee and Schussler (2001), which would be
somethinglike the inability to see or perceive plants in the environment
and, therefore, to recognize their importance in the biosphere. In hu-
mans, it would have generated the inability to appreciate the aesthetic
and unique characteristics of plants and the anthropocentric and mis-
taken classification of plants as inferior beings compared to animals.
Based on the assumption of botanical blindness, most publications
point to the difficulties in working with botany, highlighting the ex-
cesses of the scientistic approach (Towata; Ursi; Santos, 2010), the de-
contextualization (Ursi et al., 2018), the students’ lack of interest (Sala-
tino; Buckeridge, 2016), among others. However, although there is this
perception, alternative proposals for teaching botany are mostly still
focused on a formative perspective, which mainly takes into account
the cognitive, technical and informative dimension.

Thus, as alternatives, what is observed are propositions based on
the elaboration of teaching materials, construction of practical classes
(Silva; Cavallet; Alquini, 2006), emphasis on the use value (medicinal,
cultural and economic) of plants or their ecological importance, usual-
ly with a focus on catastrophism! (Salatino; Buckeridge, 2016). There are
few initiatives that operate other references to think about the teaching
of botany?. That is, in general, a colonizing, anthropocentric and hier-
archical view is still taken in relation to plants.

And here I return to the opening verse: but what does the flower
say? More than a poetic question, reflecting on what plants say points to
other possible perspectives for teaching botany. Perspectives in which
one does not seek to frame plants from references and human cogni-
tion, but to experiment with other possible relationships. Perhaps by
kinship with them, as Donna Haraway suggests (2016, p. 142):

Makingkin is to make persons, not necessarily as individ-
uals or as human beings [...] Becoming kin and becoming
kind (such as category, care, kin without birth ties, paral-
lel kin, and various other echoes) expands the imagina-
tion and can change history.
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Kinship relationships in which plants become companions in re-
search and creation, as proposed by Susana Dias, in the conversation
circle Forest Breaths—- thinking with the plants. (Bellini; Souza; Barbosa;
Dias, 2021). Finally, relationships capable of making room for other for-
mative dimensions in biology classes. These dimensions are related to
ethical and aesthetic aspects, sensitivity, alterity, estrangement, silence
and fiction.

However, being able to hear what plants say presupposes that we
are available to trigger other conceptual repertoires when encounter-
ing them. Repertoires less imprisoned in the dictates of the biological
sciences and more linked to the field of literature, literary studies, an-
thropology, visual arts, theater and philosophy. Finally, repertoires that
propose a reflection capable of making the hierarchical logic in the re-
lationship between humans and non-humans falter.

During biology classes in which plants are the protagonists, I usu-
ally invite the students® to make their bodies available so that they can
be crossed by other logics. That they exercise, for a few moments, curb-
ing the incessant need to understand and are prone to feel, remember
and risk new ways of entering into relationship with the plant world. In
this process, they also allow themselves to explore other ways of nar-
rating encounters and relationships with plants. And, finally, that these
modes of narrating may take the form of fictional writing or another
artistic medium of your choice (illustration, collage, photography, mon-
tage, etc.).

By sharing these examples of teaching action with the world of
plants, I give some clues to the course that this text follows. In the next
sections, using these repertoires coming from other areas of knowledge,
I propose to try a conversation with plants in which they are not bor-
rowed “for fights, griefs, loves /or metaphors” (Lisboa, 2021, p. 31). A
conversation where plants can share their stories, echo their voices and
where we humans are available to listen to them. A silent and, to some
extent, impossible conversation.

Other Whispers: the vegetable turn

Making yourself available to listen to plants presupposes rethink-
ing the way we have been meeting with them. As I have already suggest-
ed, risking new ways of relating to the plant world starts, initially, from
the willingness to question the inferiority given to plants by western
scientific and philosophical thought.

In this sense, although plants still do not have the same status as
animals when considering the relationship between humans and non-
humans*, an increasing number of researchers have dedicated them-
selves to rethinking the place of plants in different areas of knowledge.
However, as Mancuso (2019 p. 36) suggests, “[...] it is not easy to con-
vince anyone who has always looked at plants as organisms on the edge
ofinorganic, at best as being good for decorating gardens, that they have
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extraordinary capacities”. In this attempt, in the scientific field, works
on plant cognition by Monica Gagliano (2016), research on neurobiol-
ogy and plant communication by Stefano Mancuso (2019) and works on
how plants sense the world by Daniel Chamovitz (2021) are important.
However, although they bringimportant arguments to dignify the place
of plants among living beings, many discussions still remain centered
on functionalist and comparative logic. Thus, thinking about plants is
finding categories in which research can collect data capable of com-
paring their biological activity, their relationships and the way in which
they interact with the environment, with that of animals.

While the sciences are struggling to find a way to encounter
plants without a comparative element, different areas of the humanities
seem to be less afraid of risking other approaches to this relationship. A
new and exciting field of knowledge about plants has emerged in recent
years and has been called, in the field of arts and philosophy, the vegetal
turn (Vianna, 2021).

Philosopher Michael Marder began studying the philosophy of
plant life when he realized that the animal studies in vogue often be-
gan with highly individualized animals: “[...] when ‘interspecies ethics’
strove to create a community of living beings larger than the human
one, it did not take into account hyenas, mosquitoes, or any variety of
plants” (Marder, 2015, p. 2). Thus, her research is dedicated to recon-
ceptualizing the place of plants in the history of Western philosophy
and reconfigure an ontology of plant life that fits plant temporalities,
freedom and way of relating to the world (Marder, 2015). In this proposal
to rethink the place of plants and our relationship with them, one of the
provocations posed by Marder, in a debate with the Chilean playwright
Manuela Infante, is that recognizing plants as a valid other and, also,
starting to recognize the another vegetable that exists in us (Infante;
Marder, 2020).

In this sense, perhaps Emanuele Coccia is the one who brings a
more radical contribution to the way of thinking about the presence of
plants in contemporary philosophical thought. Much of his work is re-
lated to the cosmogonic power of plants. For him, the notion of the world
and being-in-the-world is described through the continuous work of
craftsmanship carried out by plants on the planet. Starting from physi-
ological, structural aspects and the ways in which plants constituted
and relate to the environment, Coccia (2018a, p. 5) proposes to rethink
the way we look at them:

It is the plants that make a world out of the matter and
space that surround us, that reorganize and rearrange re-
ality, making it a habitable and livable place. The world,
from this point of view, is above all a vegetable reality:
it is a garden before being a zoo, and it is only because it
is a garden that we can live there. [...] Being in the world
means for us humans to be condemned to nourish our-
selves with what plant life has been able to do from the
sun and soil, water and air that make up our world.
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One of the central points of this being-in-the-world landscaped
by plants is the experience of breath. Over the millions of years, the in-
crease in the amount of oxygen in the atmosphere, as a result of the al-
chemy carried out by the process of photosynthesis in plants, was what
allowed life to reproduce and share the same phenomenon of breath-
ing: “[...] blowing, breathing, in fact means having this experience: what
contains us, the air, becomes content in us, and, conversely, what was
contained in us, becomes what contains us” (Coccia, 2018b, p. 17). In
this sense, we do not inhabit the earth, but the atmosphere, that cos-
mic fluid that makes life possible. Thus, the atmosphere is a place of
encounter, a mixture, precisely through breath: “[...] if things form a
world, it’s because they mix without losing their identity. [...] Mixing
without merging means sharing the same breath” (Coccia, 2018b, p. 54).

The notion of breath, here, seems to be an important clue in the
sense of listening to what the plants say. Sharing the same breath neces-
sarily means being affected by the permanent changes that other forms
of life have made in nature and participating, with plants, in the act of
bricolage in the composition of the cultural product that is the world:

Thinking of the world as a garden where gardeners are the
plants themselves means, above all, claiming its status as
an artifact: the world itself has nothing purely natural, in
the sense that nature would be a priori, given in advance;
he finds himself, on the contrary, on the threshold of in-
distinction between nature and culture. It is a cultural
product of living beings, and not just the condition for the
possibility of life. [...] Cosmology is a gardening treatise: a
manual on the innumerable ways of managing the most
disparate beings and harmonizing their rhythms and
breaths (Coccia, 2018a, p. 9).

Although science and contemporary philosophy are only now
realizing the need to rethink the relationship with non-humans and
especially with plants, in the narratives of different native indigenous
peoples, this relationship is established based on sharing the world,
without asymmetric positions.

Thisis what the indigenous philosopher Ailton Krenak (2019, p. 17)
refers to, when he says: “[...] I don’t understand where there is anything
that is not nature. Everything is nature. The cosmos is nature. All I can
think about is nature”. He exemplifies this perspective of integration
by citing the relationship that some indigenous peoples of the Andes
establish with the mountains. For them, the mountains form couples:
“[...] there is a father, mother, son, there is a mountain family that ex-
changes affection, makes exchanges. And the people who live in these
valleys make feasts for these mountains, they give food, they give gifts,
they receive gifts from the mountains” (Krenak, 2019, p. 19).

Bruce Albert, an anthropologist who has lived with and re-
searched the Yanomami people for several decades, says that they: “[...]
maintain a constant dialogue with the multiplicity of voices from the
forest. Listening to the forest biophony is a matter of constant attention;
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they are always quick with sound mimicry in response to their non-hu-
man interlocutors” (Albert, 2018, s. p.).

This dialogue with the voices of the forest is also present in the
reports of the Yanomami shaman Davi Kopenawa, in his book The Fall-
ing Sky: Words of a Yanomami Shaman (Kopenawa; Albert, 2015), when
he talks about the corner trees, called amoa hi. These are very large
trees, covered with shiny down. Its trunks are covered by innumerable
lips that move constantly and from which beautiful songs emerge un-
interruptedly. The words of these trees never repeat themselves. The
xapiri, spirits that animate the shamans, “[...] listen to these amoa hi
trees very carefully. The sound of your words penetrates them and be-
comes fixed in their thinking” (Kopenawa; Albert, 2015, p. 114). These
sounds, learned by the xapiri from the trees, are sung by shamans dur-
ing shamanic ceremonies and funeral parties where the abundance of
ceremonial food from their plantations is celebrated (cassava cakes, ba-
nana stews, pupunha fruit juice) and animals hunted and smoked for
the occasion.

This other logic in the relationship with plants and non-humans
is what characterizes the way in which indigenous thought understands
and experiences the world. However, it still comes to us as a distant,
barely audible whisper. This is what Krenak (2019, p. 19) problematizes
when he asks: “Why do these narratives not excite us? Why are they be-
ing forgotten and erased in favor of a globalizing, superficial narrative
that wants to tell the same story to us?”.

Enthusiasm with other narratives that can teach us how to make
us capable of listening to plants and, in the encounter with them, rec-
ognize what is vegetal in us. Here are some of the paths that the notion
of the plant turn can bring to animate our way of perceiving plants and
the way in which they are invited to compose the teaching of biology in
Educacgdo Bésica®.

Pollinating Plant Encounters

The chords on the piano invade the room. They are intense
sounds, similar to a traditional concert, but, little by little, they start
to generate confusion. They don’t seem to follow a metric and rhythm
that we are used to. It could be defined as experimental music. At the
same time, printed images are scattered throughout the space. They are
photographs showing bodies of women dressed in huge leaves of differ-
ent plants, photomontages in which female faces overlap with plants,
giving rise to a hybrid being: human, non-human and phytotypes in
which illustrations and images are printed directly onto plant leaves.
In the background on the wall, a video is projected and there are head-
phones with which to listen; the image is of a stage on which there is a
table full of pots with plants. A green light invades the space, there is
also a soft electronic sound. A woman walks in awkwardly. Her body has
jerky movements, restrained steps. She groans, laughs, hugs the plants,
rubs her body against them. They talk. There are other artifacts scat-
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tered around the space: clippings with literary passages, small sticks,
dry leaves of different species of plants. The room becomes like an im-
provised art installation. Plants speak.

The scenario above describes the space of a classroom that was
all twisted, disassembled and reconstituted. Chairs stacked in the
middle, others pushed into the corner. The bodies, upon entering, feel
confused: where am I going? This description exemplifies one of the
several proposals made to start the pedagogical work with the teaching
of botany in high school classes in which I work. Launching a proposal
like this, which opens up like a tear in relation to what appears in the
official curriculum, can be a risk. Mainly due to the fact that it does not
only presuppose an introduction to the content, a passing moment in
the pedagogical work, as it often happens when using an image, a poem
or some artistic artifact to start the work with a certain content. The ar-
tifact functioning only as a distant echo. An introductory tool, discon-
nected from everything that will be presented, discussed and proposed
in the sequence.

Building pedagogical practices that seek to listen to what the
plants say means being available to open fissures that continue to erase
and root in the terrain of traditional syllabuses and the usual method-
ologies of biology teaching. Mancuso (2019 p. 31) says that a fundamen-
tal characteristic of root apexes is “[...] their ability to find a way to grow
even in very resistant materials. Despite their fragile appearance and
delicate structure, they are capable of [...] breaking through even the
most solid rock”. The plant metaphor here is not just a pun, but is based
on this incredible characteristic of the roots to think about the clash
between pedagogical proposals like this one — which intend to trigger
other encounters with non-humans, especially with plants — and the
historically and culturally constructed school curriculum, in which the
hardness of reason and cognition contaminates the study and encoun-
ter with non-humans, disregarding their mysteries and subjectivities so
inapprehensible to us, human animals.

Fabiola Fonseca, in the powerful workshop Sexual Strategies of
Plants®, speaks of pollination as a gesture in which plants and insects
get together. For her, it is in the encounter that beings are constituted,
build a universe. In this sense, in evolutionary history, the perspective
of the encounter would be a revolutionary act, as it changes the indi-
vidual history of each one. Thus, there is no existence in itself, only in
the encounter, since it is the condition for the possibility of an insect
to constitute itself as a pollinating being. The encounter as an extraor-
dinary and infraordinary act that mobilizes changes, always a process
and incompleteness: small happiness.

During the workshop, Fabiola suggests that the model of society
we live in tries systematically to undo the power of encounters, conse-
quently weakening their conditions of possibility. I associate this with
the virtualization of relationships, the acceleration of time and the ex-
tinction of pauses, silences, the possibility of estrangement and listen-
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ing. The weakening of the possibility of encounters happens in a similar
way in the teaching of biology, and especially botany. When the per-
spective of the meeting presupposes order, precision of concepts and
the power of classification, there is a need for a teaching gesture that is
insistently explanatory and that controls the knowledge circulating in
pedagogical practices, leaving few spaces for unusual encounters in the
classroom. As a result, teaching focused on collective creation and nar-
rative invention is demobilized. So, how to populate the space of rela-
tions between students and the contents and pedagogical practices that
are so deserted? How to populate encounters?

For some time now, I have been investing in ways of thinking
about education and the teaching of biology based on formative ges-
tures that point to everyday life, to what comes from the [inevitably un-
predictable] encounter with the other, be it human or plant. Echoing
what Fabiola Fonseca suggests, in the performance-conference called
Secalharidade (2012), the artist Jodo Fiadeiro and the anthropologist
Fernanda Eugénio say that “The encounter is a wound” (Fiadeiro; Eu-
genio, 2019). And, if we really want to build practices with the other, sig-
naling other worlds and other ways of living together, this wound must
remain open, porous.

Keeping the wound of encounters open is a great challenge and it
means keeping ourselves — as well, teachers — porous and porous to the
encounter. Available for what arrives from everyday life and prone and
prone to promote encounters between this everyday life, sometimes
unusual, and the scientific knowledge proposed as curriculum and
content. That is, it means paying attention to the repertoires that we
are operating in order to think about pedagogical practices. Allowing
our repertoires to be infected and contaminated by simple encounters,
sometimes banal and improbable, is perhaps an interesting whisper in
the sense of propitiating other encounters in the teaching of biology.
Plants speak...

In the classroom scenario that opened this section of the text,
none of the artifacts described refer to any topic present in the curricu-
lar proposal regarding the teaching of botany. The sound that invades
the classroom is the result of the Years project, by the German artist
Bartholomaéus Traubeck (2011). In it, Bartholom&us uses cross-sections
of the trunk of different tree species to produce sounds. They are like vi-
nyl records made from trees. Each tree’s growth rings are read by a sen-
sor and analyzed for color, thickness and growth rate. This data serves
as the basis for a generative process in which algorithms produce piano
music. Each tree species produces a different song according to the in-
formation present in its growth rings.

The photographs dispersed throughout the space are Hoja El-
egante, from 1998, and Corazoén, from 20077, and show naked women
who have parts of their bodies covered by huge leaves. They are works
by Mexican photographer Flor Gardufio. At the opening of his book
Bestiarium, Gardufio (1993) says: “[...] we all entered this world with an
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animal brother, a double creature, a twin in the forest”. Plants, water,
wind and all the elements that formed the world are present in the aura
of her images, which intertwine the body of the Earth and the women
who inhabit it.

If in Flor Gardufio’s photographs women are dressed in leaves, in
the photomontages of the series Jardins (Gardens), by Brazilian artist
Fran Favero (2017), women and plants mix, becoming a unique being.
The series is based on appropriations of images found by the artist at
antiques fairs in the city of Sao Paulo. In them, women can be seen pos-
ingin the gardens of their homes. The photomontages produced subvert
the narratives of security and beauty of domesticity, inserting layers of
estrangement into these representations and bringing contributions to
think about the representation of the female body.

Phytotypes and anthotypes are impressions that use plant pig-
ments from leaves so that images appear on the body of the leaves
(phytotypes) or on sheets of paper previously sensitized with pigments
extracted from leaves (anthotypes). The project Desfazendo Invisiveis:
as mulheres naturalistas e suas obras em impressoes fotogrdficas experi-
mentais de fitotipia e antotipia, (Undoing Invisibles: naturalist women
and their works in experimental photographic prints of phytotype and
anthotype) for example, it was carried out with technical high school
students and it produced numerous phytotype and anthotype experi-
ences. As aresult of the project, a book of the same name was published,
edited by Silveira and Piovezan (2021).

The video projection is an excerpt from the theatrical show Es-
tado Vegetal (Vegetal State) (2019), written and directed by Manuela In-
fante with the actress Marcela Salinas. The work’s conception revolves
around the impossible dialogue between humans and plants. Inspired
by the work of Michael Marder and Stefano Mancuso, the show seeks
to investigate new concepts such as plant intelligence, vegetative soul
or plant communication and their influence on creative processes. In
addition to these materials, there are also some excerpts from literary
works that will be presented in the next section, small sticks that made
up the work Relicdrio de Pequenas Vidas (Little Lives Reliquary) (Silvei-
ra, 2020) and dry leaves: whispers of plants unintentionally collected
during walks around the city. Let the plants speak...

In addition to providing unpredictable and unexpected encoun-
ters in the classroom, the presence of these artifacts composing the
pedagogical practice points to another political dimension that has
permeated my way of thinking about education and the teaching of bi-
ology: the constant presence of art. Not only art as a tool operating at the
service of “teaching of”, but also as a conceptual, theoretical, composi-
tional intercessor. Operating with art means having it on an equal foot-
ing in relation to any theoretical references that may support research
and practices. Thus, the chosen artifacts described above do not func-
tion only as a place from which examples emerge that affirm scientific
concepts, but rather as intercessors from which plants can be found in
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a fictional dimension, with their own narratives. In addition, they have
the power to “tear up the clichés” (Didi-Huberman, 2017, p. 101) that are
often crystallized in biology teaching due to the consistency and inten-

sity of scientific concepts. Plants speak...

Talking to Plants: Composing Fictions

I believe that by now, the invitation and provocation to create an
availability that allows listening to the plants is already evident. How-
ever, beyond listening, the possibility of entering into dialogue with
them presupposes more ruptures in relation to the usual ways in which
we encounter the plant world.

In an instigating article, Patricia Vieira (2015) suggests that the
stories of plants that most fascinate humans are not those related to the
pragmatics of survival. In fact, our desire has always been to know their
most intimate and hermetic secrets, in order to penetrate into the core
of the plant being. However hard we try, plant stories will always elude
us, as our relationship with flora is necessarily mediated by human sen-
sory perception, scientific knowledge, and an extensive cultural history
(Vieira, 2015). This impossibility, however, does not explain the sepa-
ration of plants and humans into different spheres of life. Finally, she
raises a question that has accompanied this text: “[...] how to decipher
the mute language of plants and delve into their stories?”® (Vieira, 2015,
p-4).

This question seems to be a limit in the attempt to approach
plants and find ways to establish a conversation with them. In other
words, how can we listen to what the plants say in order to talk to them,
without falling into the trap of dominating, possessing them? Manuela
Infante also poses this challenge in conversation with the philosopher
Michael Marder. Reflecting on her research in relation to non-humans
and plants for the construction of the show Estado Vegetal (2019), she
says that at a certain point she begins to question herself politically and
methodologically about the idea of representing the other or speaking
for the other. How to build a theatrical show in which the principle is to
talk to the plants and not represent them (theatrically and politically)?
Likewise, is it possible to question how to propose pedagogical practic-
es in which the principle is to talk to plants and not represent, possess,
dominate them?

In her essay Poéticas do Animal (Animal Poetics), Maria Esther
Maciel (2011) suggests something that is a clue to reflect on how to over-
come this limit in relation to plants. She says that “[...] thinking, imag-
ining and writing the animal can only be understood as an experience
thatresides at the limits of language, where the approximation between
the human and non-human worlds becomes viable” (Maciel, 2011, p.
94). This limit would be poetry, literature and art. Spaces that would al-
low us to establish less hierarchical encounters with non-humans. “Po-
etry always leaves aremainder, a trail of knowledge” (Maciel, 2011, p. 94)
about that very other, the plant.
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It is also thinking about ways of encountering and dialoguing
with plants beyond representation and cognition that Patricia Vieira
proposes the notion of phytographia. Based on the concept of inscrip-
tion, by Jacques Derrida, it is suggested that all beings leave marks of
themselves in the environment and in the existence of those around
them (Vieira, 2015). The inscription of plants is mainly related to their
physical characteristics and biological functions, which shape both the
contours of a landscape, such as a tropical forest as opposed to a savan-
nah, and their relationship with other beings, for example, photosyn-
thesis that makes life on the planet possible or the color of a flower that
invites a particular pollinator. However, in addition to these powerful
inscriptions that refer to a biological dimension of the relationship be-
tween plants, the environment and other living beings, Vieira (2015, p.
208) putsin the foreground the “[...] specific ways in which the word veg-
etable is inserted in human cultural productions”, something named
by her as phytographia.

Reflecting on the literature produced about the Amazon, she dis-
cusses how plants leave marks, vestiges and traces of their presence in
the literary texts themselves. Phytographia would be the encounter be-
tween writings about plants and writings by plants, which are inscribed
in human texts. In its most basic form, throughout history this inscrip-
tion was based on material substrates coming from plants that made
their traces available in human texts: papyrus, pencil, vegetable inks,
paper and countless other supports for writing. However, what Patri-
cia Vieira calls phytographia represents something more restricted. It
would be “[...] the literary portrait of the plants that owes both to the
ingenuity of the author who elaborates the text and to the inscription of
the plants in that same process of creation” (Vieira, 2015, p. 215). Lit-
erature enabling communication: functioning as an aesthetic mediator
in the encounter between human, body, authorship and plant world.

Thinking of literature and art as mediators capable of providing
opportunities for encounter and conversation between humans and
plants presupposes thinking about the role of fiction and creation as
central elements that put into operation a narrative regime different
from that operated by scientific discourse. In an article in which he
discusses the power of fiction in the face of current knowledge and the
dominant forms of rationality in explaining the world, Eduardo Pelle-
jero (2016) considers that, far from opposing reality, fiction interferes
with reality, serving a purpose that is not part of reality. In this sense,
there would not be an opposition between fiction and what is consid-
ered true. That is, the principle of fiction would not be to expose fan-
tasies, beliefs, illusions or ideologies, but to give a specific treatment to
the world. Not an opposite treatment to that given by the narratives that
seek the truth, but a differential treatment.

In his article, Pellejero dialogues with Argentine writer and essay-
ist Juan José Saer. In a powerful essay in which he problematizes fiction
in the face of what is considered truth and would be closer to the dis-
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courses of science, historical praxis and philosophical reflection, Saer
(2014, p. 11) says that:

[...] fictions are not written to avoid, due to immaturity or
irresponsibility, the rigors that the treatment of ‘truth’ de-
mands, but precisely to highlight the complex character
of the situation, a complex character that, when it appears
limited to the verifiable, implies an abusive reduction and
animpoverishment of reality. By taking aleap into the un-
verifiable, fiction infinitely multiplies the possibilities of
treatment'’.

Fiction (and fictional narrative) is perhaps the possible meeting
place between human subjectivity and the elusive, elusive and almost
evanescent subjectivities of plants. It is in this space that we become
capable of, listening to the plants, entering into dialogue, conversation
and exchange with them. This possibilityis also due to the freedom that
one has in the fictional terrain to occupy and expand the margins of
what is conventionally accepted as “correct” acceptable explanations
for the world. This is what Pellejero (2016, p. 27) refers to when he says
that:

[...] fiction presupposes a differential attitude towards
prevailing knowledge, towards instituted truths, towards
the dominant forms of rationality. [...] Making a series of
possible worlds proliferate, that is, changing the repre-
sentations of what we tend to call the real world, putting
culture to the test, opening ourselves to the incandescent
multiplicity of existence, without preconceived images of
knowledge, truth or a reason to conquer.

Proliferating and inhabiting the countless possible worlds that
fiction makes possible is also a transgressive gesture. Especially when it
comes to occupy a space that is sometimes so averse to disorders, mis-
configurations and changes, such as the classroom. When describing
therealization of the seminar A Nau Incendidria da Ficgdo (The Fireship
of Fiction.) Leandro Belinaso Guimaraes (2019, p. 47) suggests that “[...]
the movement of fiction as transgression frees, who knows, our exis-
tence from the scandalous, the subversive and all that that can be ani-
mated by the power of the negative. Life is affirmed in every beginning,
in every perforated limit”. This is how literary texts where plants speak
come to compose pedagogical practices, affirming new beginnings and
continually perforating the limits that define the teaching of botany
with the writing of fictional texts with plants.

Impatiens parviflora, for example, which occupies one of the pag-
es of the Pequena Enciclopédia de Seres Comuns (Small Encyclopedia of
Common Beings), by Maria Esther Maciel (2021, p. 31):

Some people call her ‘little kiss’. Despite its grace, it is
considered a weed, for harming other species with its
daring nature. It grows in flowerbeds, stretches of roads,
pots and planters, without containing its impatient desire
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to be present in all paths. On certain nights, though, she
likes to be alone.

Crossed by countless encounters with human culture, when talk-
ing to Impatiens parviflora it leaves countless vacuoles of silence where
it is possible to enter into dialogue with its everyday and prosaic plant
life. Silences that give rise to spaces for conversations. How could a fic-
tional text evoke the daring nature of Impatiens parviflora be? What
characteristics of yours could be used to build a daring narrative? Per-
haps this desire to be present in all ways? Would she be a traveler with
the dream of exploring the world? Or, what is behind this desire to be
alone on certain nights?

In the beautiful novel by Alejandro Zambra (2013), The Private Life
of Trees (A Vida Privada das Arvores), there is a moment when the con-
versation between the oak, the poplar and the baobab is told. The three
trees discuss the misfortune of the oak tree, which had its skin broken
by two people carving their names as proof of friendship: “[...] no one
has the right to get a tattoo without their consent, opines the poplar, and
the baobab is even more emphatic: the oak was the victim of a regret-
table act of vandalism” (Zambra, 2013, p. 14).

In this part of the text, the trees talk and tell about their lives,
their daily lives, their ways of thinking. Where could the conversation
between the three of them follow?

Yeonghye is the protagonist of the disturbing novel The Vegetar-
ian (A Vegetariana) by South Korean writer Han Kang (2018). The book
tells the story of this ordinary woman, who at a certain point decides to
stop eating meat. From there, the path of the protagonist begins, who
goes on to carry out a somber vegetable metamorphosis. In a spiral of
madness and loss, little by little she ends up in a psychiatric hospital
with a diagnosis of anorexia nervosa. In this novel, plants demonstrate
all their complexity and sphericity'? as characters. It’s like the creepy
whisper of a tree that comes when the sister goes to visit Yeonghye in
the hospital:

While waiting for the doctor, as usual he watches the zel-
cova in the middle of the hospital courtyard. It’s an old
tree, must be at least four hundred years old. On clear
days, that tree, stretching out its numerous branches and
reflecting the sunlight, seems to want to say something to
her. But today, on a rainy day, he’s like a taciturn person
who doesn’t want to talk. The bark of its old trunk is sod-
den and dark as night; the leaves of the thinnest branches
tremble in the rain. She contemplates thislandscape, over
which Yeonghye’s image is superimposed, like a ghost
(Kang, 2018, p. 128).

On that same visit, the sister finds Yeonghye at the height of her
maddening metamorphosis process, upside down, arms resting on the
ground and legs in the air. Her face was all red from the concentration
of blood. The nurse says she has been in that position for over thirty
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minutes. With very lively eyes, she aims at some fixed point in the void.
The tormented sister pushes Yeonghye who slowly falls. Only when she
returns to her upright position does she begin to talk, as if awakening
from a dream:

I thought the trees stood tall. But now I understand. All of
them are upside down, with their hands on the ground.
[...] Do you know how I discovered this? It was during a
dream: I was upside down and my body was growing
leaves, and my hands were sprouting roots. The roots
were piercing the earth, deeper and deeper... I felt that a
flower was going to be born between my legs and I opened
them, I opened my legs wide... (Kang, 2018, p. 140).

To become another, to become a plant. Yeonghye’s fictional meta-
morphosis finds similarities with the biographical narrative of Listen to
the Beasts (Escute as Feras) a book by French anthropologist Nastassja
Martin (2021). In it, Nastassja narrates her trajectory after encountering
abrown bear during a survey she carried out with some Even families'.
It is there that Nastassja and the bear meet. Meeting between a bear
and a woman. It is also there that the bear chews the anthropologist’s
face, but leaves her alive, as she too, with an instrument for walking on
ice, manages to defend herself and injure the animal. In the book, Nas-
tassja narrates the unfolding of this limiting event. How to signify this
experience? How to define your limits after looking into the eyes of the
beast, having metamorphosed, bringing something of that animality
inside? To have finally become a little bear and started to dream. There
are resonances between becoming a bear and becoming a plant. Nas-
tassja recounts details of her recovery, the inadequacy of returning to
that former world, the city, the people who stare at her in amazement at
the scar on her face and neck. At one point she says:

[...] the event is not: a bear attacks a French anthropolo-
gist [...]. The event is: a bear and a woman meet and the
boundaries between the worlds implode. Not just the
physical limits between a human and an animal that,
when confronted, open cracks in the body and head. It is
also the time of myth that meets reality; the former that
meets the current; the dream that finds the incarnate [...].
What does it mean to leave the abyss where the indistinct
reigns, to choose to rebuild other boundaries with the
help of new materials found deep within the undifferen-
tiated night of dreams? Deep inside the gaping mouth of
someone other than you? (Martin, 2021, p. 97-98).

Back to Yeonghye: what would the writing of this process look
like? How would a human-plant hybrid or a human who becomes a
plant write? The poetry Jardim Francés (French Garden) by Ana Martins
Marques (2022, p. 8), published in the beautiful project Arvoresséncias,
by Mauricio Vieira, gives a clue on how to sculpt a plant:

14 Educagdo & Realidade, Porto Alegre, v. 48, e124169, 2023.



Silveira

Sculpt me

like one

hedge

erect myself

severe and symmetrical
build me around

of a palace (empty)

or just sew me up
around

of the bull.

Another clue in the attempt to find a writing or record capable of
hybridizing human-plant or talking to the plant world without domi-
nating it and weakening its constitutive power would be the one shared
by Manuela Infante. In the conversation with Michael Marder, narrat-
ing about the research for the constitution of the show Estado Vegetal
(Vegetal State) (2019), she suggests that a methodological path found,
instead of speaking for the plants, was to try to discover what was veg-
etal in them, in order to, with that, amplify this plant behavior in the
theater (Infante; Marder, 2020). Thus, the show is built on the ability
to report in a branched way, on the emulation of modular thinking, on
the questioning of individuality, in an attempt not to perceive oneself
as one, but as a being full of others. These are the plant’s own compe-
tences.

Finally, there is an element that runs through all the plant narra-
tives presented here and is echoed in their almost transparent voices.
That element is the detail. It is the detail that enhances and intensifies
the vegetal voices. That allows you to see subtleties invisible to everyday
inattention. It is the details that color the encounter with the plants and
allow the writing and recording of these encounters with the density
they request. In his book How Fiction Works, James Wood (2017) devotes
a chapter to detail. At one point he says that “[...] in life and in literature,
we sail through the star of details. We use detail to focus, to record an
impression, to remember. We cling to it” (Wood, 2017, p. 70). However,
Wood points out a difference between detail in life and in literature:
“[...] literature is different from life because life is full of details, but in
an amorphous way, and it rarely leads us to them, while literature teach-
es us to notice [the detail]” (Wood, 2017, p. 70). Find, in the details, pos-
sible paths in this listening and conversation with the plants, is perhaps
fundamental in order not to fall into the trap of following an essentially
humanlogic, domineering and distanced in the relationship with them.

Here it is already possible to rehearse an exit gesture. A final ges-
ture, which can still leave a silence for the plants to speak (but what
does the flower say?) and so that, once again, they can whisper all their
power in generously suggesting other possibilities for the teaching of
botany. Possibilities capable of bringing forth these formative dimen-
sions related to authorship, creation, imagination, ethics and aesthet-
ics, commonly so far from the classroom. The artifacts below are some
of those produced by technical high school students, based on dif-
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ferent pedagogical proposals, carried out in the period between 2014
and 2022, involving this availability of listening and conversation with
plants. They are the result that it is possible to enter into relationship
with plants and pollinate other encounters. It is possible to make kin-
ship and indulge in other forms of narrating in the classroom. It is pos-
sible, finally, to talk to the plants. I hope that the readers of this text will
be able to listen to these conversations.

First Conversation: backyard

As the morning wore on
She grew

White with yellow stalk
On the edge of a creek

At the back of my fortress

After lunch

Where I gave up grandmother’s cutlery
I finally found myself alone

Me and them

Masterpieces of my banquets

Colors of my backyard

‘Excuse me, Miss Nature,

can I have a Calla Lily?’

‘Of course, my daughter, take one too
some fresh moss!’

How kind, right?

She never denied

The leaf goes into the rice
The pollen goes into the juice
The moss? Well...

Goes for the salad, of course!
Season it with a little land
And that looks great

And so, I threw myself into daydreams
Warm, colorful ones

A timeless anecdote

Which now reflects nothing more
Than a smile! (Student A, 2020).
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Second Conversation: being plant

Source: Student B (2016).

Third Conversation: iron balance and plant listening

[...]Tonce gotaniron swing. He was really beautiful, an intense dark blue.
But I had nowhere to put it, as the trees in my house would not support
my weight and his together. In the neighboring land there was a beautiful
and strong tree, and as my father took care of it, he asked the owner to let
him put my swing on that tree. [...] I always talked to the tree and even
though it never answered me, I loved talking to it. I would tell him about
my day, what Iliked to do and even some secrets. He wrote with stones on
his trunk and even made drawings on it. That, without a doubt, was my
favorite place. One day, when I went there to play after lunch, my swing
was no longer on the tree. I thought it was strange and went to find out
from my father what had happened. That's how I got the news that the
land had been sold and the new owner didn’t want my swing or the tree
there. That day I not only lost my favorite place in the world, but also my
best listener. It was three years of friendship and today I am 17 years old
and I still talk to flowers, trees and objects around me. I admit that to
anyone who asks me, after all, trees are great for keeping secrets and also
for making us think, after all, if we don’t get an answer, we have to look
for it (Student C, 2019).

Fourth Conversation: composing botanical faces

Charles Darwin wrote at least five books about plants. In them, he cata-
loged many species and I believe that because of this we know a good
part of what is currently known about plants. Therefore, his beard and
eyebrows were decorated with plants (Student D, 2019).
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Figure 2 — Charles Darwin

Source: Student E (2015).

Joseph Bank was an English naturalist responsible for cataloging about
1300 species of plants in 110 genera. Therefore, he was related to plants
having his hair and eyebrows decorated with petals and leaves (Student
E, 2015).

Figure 3 — Joseph Bank

Source: Student E (2015).

Lineu was responsible for cataloging and even naming several plants, so
I decided to relate him to them by decorating his eyebrows and hair with
flower petals and leaves (Student E, 2015).

Figure 4 - Lineu

Source: Student E (2015).
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Fifth Conversation: metamorphosis

I dreamed. I wanted to become a plant. I picked the perfect spot, and
there I stopped on my feet. I planted myself. My toes felt the ground, and
seeking its immensity they grew, branched out. I couldn’t leave the place
anymore. But she was satisfied. I stretched my arms looking for the sun.
And just like the toes, the fingers of the hands stretched out. I became
great. At the tip of my fingers sprouted leaves, I felt proud. I felt the chloro-
phyllin my veins. I didn’t breathe through my lungs anymore, but I didn’t
miss that. Standing still, soaking up the sun’s rays. I felt accomplished.
The sun went down and for a moment [ worried. But then drops touched
me. They ran down my leaves, my branches, my trunk. They reached the
ground and he absorbed them. And my roots felt the water. The liquid of
life. And just when I thought there was no way I could feel happier, I felt
something different sprouting at the ends of my branches. Flowers. Beau-
tiful and delicate flowers. And when the sun came back, it brought bees
with it. They, of course, were instantly attracted to me. And in me, at that
moment, a feeling was born. To be desired. Her paws touched me from
flower to flower. Removing pollen. And birds chose me for their homes. I
felt complete (Student F, 2014).

Translated by Sabrina Mendongca Ferreira
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Notes

1 Catastrophism here is understood as a way of operating the discourse when
working with the ecological importance of plants. In this approach, the focus
is usually on crisis situations caused by human actions in relation to nature.
Thus, when thinking about plants, these pedagogical initiatives focus on situ-
ations of deforestation, fires, climate change, etc. In this way, the subjects are
questioned by the fear of catastrophe and invited to act based on fear. Garré e
Henning (2015) and Henning (2019) make a great contribution in this regard
by questioning media discourses on the environmental crisis related to work
with environmental education.

2 Thighlight here some works in which other references are used to think about
the teaching of botany. Marise Basso Amaral and Clara de Carvalho Machado
(2014; 2015) depart from cultural studies to think about the teaching of botany.
In both works, the authors present pedagogical proposals in which the focus
is on the attempt to attribute to plants a role that overcomes the hegemony of
scientific discourse. Thus, we seek to rescue personal stories and memories,
as well as cultural narratives (films, drawings, poems, songs) in which plants
are protagonists. According to the authors, these initiatives make possible the
production of other meanings for plants, capable of giving them identities,
particularities, singularities and individualization of their stories. In another
work (Borja; Amaral, 2017), the proposal is to tell about the encounter of the
authors with artistic works, whose themes involved plants. Here, they also start
from the cultural studies of science, reflecting on how these artistic works can
facilitate the construction of pedagogical practices for the teaching of botany,
operating other relationships beyond the scientific dimension. The work by
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Moraes and Portugal (2021) proposes an interdisciplinary approach between
artand botany. The authors use works by Brazilian modernist artists, especially
participants in the Modern Art Week (Semana de Arte Moderna, in Brazil), as
a starting point for thinking about teaching ethnobotany. To this end, they
operate references of decoloniality and still use the anthropophagic manifesto
as an articulating element to rethink the teaching of botany. Finally, Susana
Dias’ research, articulating the philosophy of difference, literature and various
contributions from indigenous thought, contribute immensely to opening up
new possibilities for thinking about teaching botany using other references. I
cite, as an example, the essay Perceiving-making Forest (Dias, 2020). There are
certainly other proposals vibrating around, however, the intention is not to
carry out an exhaustive survey, just to indicate the perception that, although
they exist, they are still few.

3 Rethinking the place of plants in teaching biology presupposes an ethical-
political choice that can be considered as a gesture of inclusion. Thus, in the
same way, considering that there is no neutrality in the text thatis written and
that the way in which it is written and inscribed also determines ethical and
political positions, I assumed, throughout the text, the choice for a writing that
also operates with this inclusion in the use of the articles, when necessary.

4 In Brazil, animal studies have been more fruitful in the production of knowl-
edge, mainly based on literary studies, anthropology and philosophy. In this
sense, I highlight the work of Maria Esther Maciel (2011; 2021).

5 Translation Note: In Brazil, in comparison with the American model, Educacao
Basica refers to: Educagdo Infantil (Kindergarten), to Anos Iniciais do Ensino
Fundamental (Elementary School), to Anos Finais do Ensino Fundamental
(Middle School) and Ensino Médio (High School). Therefore, we translate En-
sino Fundamental as Elementary and Middle Schools and we do not translate
Educagdo Bdsica, keeping the use of the term in Portuguese.

6 The Sexual Strategies of Plantsworkshop was taught virtually by Fabiola Fonseca
inMarch 2022.Itis one of the initiatives of Liquen Educational Projects. Initia-
tive led by Fabiola that promotes courses and workshops always articulating
art, philosophy and biology. The project can be accessed at the followinglink:
https://www.instagram.com/liquenprojeto/.

7 Images can be viewed on the author’s website: https://www.florgarduno.com/.

8 From the original: “[... how can we decipher the mute language of plants and
immerse ourselves in their stories?”.

9 Fromthe original: “[...] the specific modes in which the vegetal word is embed-
ded in human cultural productions”.

10 From the original: “[...] literary portrayal of plants that isindebted both to the
ingenuity of the author who crafts the text and to the inscription of plants in
that very process of creation”.

11 From the original: “no se escriben ficciones para eludir, por inmadurez o ir-
responsabilidad, los rigores que exige el tratamiento de la “verdad”, sino jus-
tamente para poner en evidencia el cardcter complejo dela situacién, caracter
complejo del que el tratamiento limitado alo verificable implica unareduccién
abusivayun empobrecimiento. Al dar unsalto hacialo inverificable, la ficcién
multiplica al infinito las posibilidades de tratamiento.”.

12 In literary studies, the classic references of E.M. Foster (1974), denominate as
spherical an unpredictable, complex character, of great psychological density.
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On the other hand, there are flat characters, those without major internal
conflicts, who do not change with circumstances and have few nuances. There
are numerous approaches to this discussion. Among them, we can mention
Candido, Gomes, Prado and Rosenfeld (2009).

13 The Evens are ethnic groups that distance themselves from life in post-Soviet
Russia and make a return to their traditional way of life in the heart of the
Siberian forests.
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