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BEING OTHER THAN WE ARE…
PREFACE

For a number of years, on a reasonably regular basis, I have challenged groups of people to test their
capacity for collective coordination against that of a single-celled organism. The experiment, Being
Slime Mould, invites a group of humans to operate as a superorganism, and sets them—it—tasks
relating to navigation, communication, and cooperation. The aim of the exercise is to engage with
some fundamental ontological rules of a nonhuman intelligent life form through playful participation.
Being (or becoming) slime mould is, of course, an impossibility; we can no more become slime
mould than we can become badger or bat. The point of the experiment, therefore, is in the trying:
the attempt to put aside human ego and individualism for a moment in order to shift perception
towards other ways of seeing, feeling, and being. This article investigates diverse attempts taken to
engage philosophically and experientially with the sensory subjectivities of other living entities.
Through thought experiments and embodied actions, I investigate the motivations and methods of
human endeavour to engage in being other than we are from the fields of ecology, post-humanities,
speculative design, and philosophy.
BATS AND BADGERS: THINKING AND ACTING AS A RELATIONAL EXERCISE

FIG. 1 Thomas Thwaites connecting with goat kin on a Swiss hillside in Goatman (2016). Courtesy of the artist. Photo: Tim Bowditch.

In 1974, American philosopher Thomas Nagel wrote an essay exploring the problems he saw as
inherent in the phenomenological understanding of subjective experience (and the mind-body
problem in general).1 “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” wrangled with the limitations of comparative
analogy in understanding sensory experience and, while contradictory in parts, generally recognized
that empathy and imagination were required to build conceptual maps of alternative perceptual
worlds. Nagel’s essay is an interesting thought experiment, a musing on the possibilities and challenges
of trying to engage conceptually with nonhuman ontologies. The questions it raises—concerning
relatedness and otherness—are pertinent to many current thinkers concerned with ecological and
posthumanist philosophy. Writers such as Donna Haraway2 and Timothy Morton3 are calling into
question the human-centred position in exploring sensory subjectivities. Like Nagel, they suggest
that increased empathy and imagination are needed to bridge perceptual divides and form a greater
understanding of the “companion species”4 within our shared habitat.
Whilst speculation is useful in encouraging critical thinking, there is also a need for action. If we
are to better know and care for our environs and the multitude of co-existing populations, we need to
also take a directly experiential approach to the phenomenological understanding of otherness.
Attempts by humans to connect with nonhuman existence have a very long history. From early
visualizations of hybrid beings to shamanistic practices calling on the beast within, we have always
undertaken embodied modes of enquiry. To explore these modes within more contemporary
practices, I draw on examples of diverse epistemological processes combining different forms of
knowledge and experience. For example, courtesy of a Wellcome Trust public engagement grant in
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2015, speculative designer Thomas Thwaites undertook an ontological journey into “goatness,” taking
him to both research laboratories and Alpine hills. The resulting book, Goat Man: How I Took a
Holiday from Being Human,5 offers a detailed account of the conceptual and practical process of
enquiry. The text documents Thwaites’s work with a prosthetics lab (to alter his structural
morphology), experiments with gastrointestinal processes (to facilitate the digestion of grass), and
time spent in a sanctuary to better understand the goat psyche. Finally, kitted out and mentally
prepared, he traveled to Switzerland to graze alongside goat “kin,” much to the bemusement of the
herder who was “visibly amused by this totally ridiculous spectacle of an Englishman finding it
extremely difficult to be an Alpine goat”6 (FIG.1).
Whether Thwaites can actually become a goat is not the real question in this quest. His
investigation into “goatness” is, at its core, a piece of multidisciplinary design research that traverses
fields of study: from neuroscience, anatomy, and microbiology, to art history, sociology, and
psychology. His experiences offer the reader a vivid speculation on the complexity of what it is to be
a goat, in physiological, social, and cultural terms. As an empathetic exercise, his endeavour could be
seen as rather superficial—after all, he spent only three days in the direct company of the goats. But
even within that time frame, his tacit understanding of kinship expanded through time spent aimlessly
grazing and generally “being with” the herd. He also learnt the importance of observing social order.
The fact that it was physically easier for him to go uphill, rather than down, meant he
“inadvertently committed a goat faux pax”7 by raising his own position on the hillside and, thereby,
in the dominance hierarchy of the herd. He recalls the moment he became aware of his mistake: “I
happen to look up from grazing and I realise that the entire herd is looking at me. It’s suddenly gotten
very quiet. Everyone’s stopped chewing.”8
Moving to a far longer time frame of companioning across species, I turn to the project, Being
Caribou,9 which maps the five-month long journey taken by biologist Karsten Heuer and film-maker
Leanne Allison. The pair tracked tens of thousands of Porcupine caribou as they navigated a thousand
mile annual migration route from their Yukon winter range to their Alaskan calving grounds and
back. The aim of this incredible undertaking was to raise public awareness of the herd’s route to reach
fertile lands, crossing territory destined for oil drilling. However, their co-migration revealed far
greater territories traversed.
What started as a political action and scientific endeavour—to follow, study, and measure the
herd’s movements—gradually shifted as the human trackers became assimilated into the life of the
caribou. Over the five-month period, the trackers’ positions shifted from outside observers to fellow
travellers as the decisions they took became based less on “scheming” and more on intuitive
reasoning.10 Over time, a deeper empathy of the caribou grew as the human companions tacitly
interpreted signs of danger, anticipated the herd’s movements, and intuitively understood the needs
of the animals. After all, caribou and human were enduring the same harsh landscape, suffering the
same scarcity of food, and encountering the same hungry bears:
Guided by forces and knowledge we’d never known existed, we had stumbled into a
dimension that neither university education, religious teachings, nor anything else in our
Western upbringing had taught. It had taken a while, but for a few brief weeks we’d
become caribou: content in our suffering, secure in our insecurity, fully exercising the
wildness that had been buried within us all along.11
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Through time spent in shared experience, a level of empathic understanding had evolved within
the researchers, and they “found themselves on the cusp of a different way of knowing,”12 one akin to
what ecological philosopher, Timothy Morton, defines as attunement: “a living, dynamic relation with
another being.”13 Acknowledging that the “other” in question can never be known directly or totally,
Morton defines attunement is a relational exercise of entanglement, one based on accepting “an
ontological jump between a thing and its parts.”14
To explore what attuned entanglement between human and nonhuman entities might mean in
practice, I turn to Charles Foster’s psycho/bio/socio-philosophical enquiry. Being a Beast15 is a
compilation of ten years’ worth of embodied experimentation that takes a directly empirical approach.
The book traces Foster’s numerous attempts to “become” animal through processes of eating, living,
breathing, shitting, and sniffing the world as an other. His “multispecies storytelling”16 provides an
absurd yet insightful and provocative account of a series of committed phenomenological
experiments, which see him scavenging for food and avoiding arrest (as an urban fox), sniffing his
childrens’ excrement (as an otter), and being chased by hounds (as a deer). The most intriguing and
involved chapter, and the most challenging to my human sensibilities, is the one related to
“badgerness.” On a damp Welsh hillside, father and son camp out, dig a sett, get naked, and nestle
against the wet earth in order to contemplate the sensorial world of this bristly kin. They even adopt
a badger’s diet—the comparison between the relative culinary merits of earthworms from different
parts of the country makes for particularly stomach-churning reading.
Foster takes his time in describing his experiences and the thinking he does while having them. As
a thought experiment enacted, he considers the perceptual world of badgers by approximating his
behaviour and his living conditions as closely as humanly possible to theirs: “Being a badger consisted
simply in allowing the wood to do to us what it did to a badger; being there when it rained; keeping
badgers’ hours; being cramped underground; letting the bluebells brush your face instead of your boots.”17
His enquiry is an earnest attempt to step outside of the comfort zone of humanness in order to think
about the ontological existence of other creatures, although he fully acknowledges the “physiological
fences keeping us out of the badger’s world.”18 Within this intellectual and experiential framework, Foster
understands all too well that the experiment is hampered by his own subjective umwelt—the sensory,
spatial, and temporal characteristics pertinent to his species-specific relationship with his environment.
Literally meaning “surrounding world,” umwelt relates to how different organisms understand
and relate to their surroundings differently. Coined in 1934 by German biologist Jakob von Uexküll,19
the core concept recognizes that the subjective realities of all organisms exist at fundamentally
different scales, and that moments in time, and the processing of information, do not operate within
a single environment. Warning against “the widespread conviction that there is only one space and
time for all living things,”20 Uexküll understood coexisting entanglements. Likewise, in his crossspecies speculations, Foster acknowledges the spatiotemporal barrier to any attempts of shared
perceptual experience. He knows that the conceptual maps of his umwelt will always be bound by the
limitations of the sensory equipment his species has evolved. The point of the exercise, and the
enjoyment in its telling, is its self-knowing failure—utterly pointless in any practical terms, but
meaningful in thinking imaginatively and empathically about another’s existence.
The subjects of scrutiny in these examples relate to creatures that hold a certain familiarity to us
humans. Foster chose animals that share our habitat and are oft represented in literature.21 Thwaites
chose a goat, not only for practical reasons,22 but also because of the historically utilitarian relationship
161

FIG. 2 Heather Barnett and ecoLogicStudio, Resilient Topographies #1 (2017), depicting the slime mould,
Physarum polycephalum, navigating its environment. Courtesy of the artists.

between goats and humans. Nagel chose a bat because of its position in between, as both familiar and
perceptually different, presenting “a range of activity and a sensory apparatus so different from ours
that the problem I want to pose is exceptionally vivid.”23 They are all complex, multi-cellular organisms
with which we have some form of relationship. They all generally share our umwelt within a certain
tolerance of spatiotemporal scale.
My own form of ontological experimentation takes a far less familiar nonhuman subject, one
that operates within a radically different sensory realm. The organism in question has no
recognizable bodily similarities, plays no part in childhood stories, and has no functional
relationship to humankind beyond the vast array of multi-disciplinary research employing the
slime mould as a subject of study and as a model organism. It is a single-celled amoeba that creeps
around the forest floor, digesting rotting vegetation and exploring its world through a feedback
loop of chemical sensing.
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FIG. 3 The internal workings (protoplasmic streaming) within the many-headed slime mould, Physarum polycephalum. Microscope image x 400 magnification. Courtesy of the artist.

BEYOND ANIMAL: BEING (BECOMING) SLIME MOULD

As an artist, I have been engaged with the slime mould, Physarum polycephalum (FIG. 2), for almost
a decade, working with the organism as material, model, and metaphor.24 Made up of millions of selfsimilar cells all operating as one single entity, this many-headed25 amoeba possesses no brain or
sensory organs and bears no morphological resemblance to us (FIG. 3). Yet, its behaviours share some
familiar characteristics—it demonstrates a primitive form of intelligence, high-level network
optimisation capabilities, and the ability to anticipate events and learn from its environment.26
In addition to creating time-lapse films, building installations, and running workshops,27 my
practice working with slime mould also involves a form of embodied modeling—an invitation for
people to follow behavioural rules in order to better understand how this organism can operate far
beyond the sum of its parts. The participatory experiment, Being Slime Mould, started in 2013 as a
public engagement exercise,28 a means for people to explore the inner workings of the slime mould
through a form of enactment. By extracting some fundamental biological behaviours and applying
them to a different realm, Being Slime Mould amplifies slime mould “logic” to human scale. Since
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FIG. 5 (above) Nadir perspective of Being Slime Mould
and the motion dynamics revealed, ELIA conference,
2017. Courtesy of the artist and Dimitra Georgopoulou.

FIG. 4 Being Slime Mould experiments (clockwise from top left): The Conference, Malmö, 2013; The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York, 2016; Collective Motion Conference, Uppsala, 2016; Open Embodiments Conference, Tuscon,
Arizona, 2015. Courtesy of the artist.

this first occasion, slime mould rules have been applied in a range of settings and with different groups.
For example, I have entreated a group of corporates to navigate non-hierarchical organisational systems;
tested the self-organisational capacity of a 300-strong conference audience; and challenged the
distributed intelligence of a group of collective behaviour scientists to embody the same mechanisms
that they observe and measure on a daily basis in their own research (FIG. 4). The “rules” given relate
to the morphological states, information distribution mechanisms, and sensory communication
strategies of the organism. The group is instructed to operate as a single mass entity, always in physical
contact, though dynamic and able to constantly reshape. Communication is permitted through
oscillations only. Therefore, verbal communication is forbidden and a physical means of distributing
information must be improvised. Frequently, attractants and repellents are placed within the
environment for the super-cell to encounter, communicating environmental information through the
organisms’ body mass.29
The intention of the experiment is not to capture data or measure behavioural response, nor to
demonstrate any specific hypothesis. It is a playful invitation to attune to slime mould sensibilities,
to think through embodied experience, and to reflect on that experience. As with Thwaites’s and
Foster’s experiments, the point of the exercise is in the attempt to dispense with the ontological burden
of humanness for a short while and to embrace a shift into otherness.
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FIG. 6 Motion dynamics of global super-cell Being Slime
Mould, ELIA conference, 2017. Courtesy of the artist
and Dimitra Georgopoulou.

How people interpret the rules of Being Slime Mould also depends on the highly individualized
nature of human character. Each iteration of the experiment has been followed by open discussion,
encouraging people to reflect on their observations. It has been interesting to observe how individuals
relate to the organism, and what associations they each bring to that experience from their own
contexts and with their own preoccupations. Discussion has drawn out many points of connection:
comparing slime mould communication to other comparative biological models; relating the network
formation to that of larger scale urban contexts; and exploring definitions of intelligence across species
and scales. In some contexts, the slime mould has related to human organizational systems or other
collective experiences, including the biological and phenomenological processes of learning.
Specifically, at an arts education conference at the University of the Arts London in 2017,30
I delivered a keynote presentation offering the slime mould as a metaphorical model to interrogate
institutional knowledge systems and hierarchical structures within education. The talk was
punctuated with an embodied experiment, putting some of the ideas discussed into action, with the
entire delegation invited to participate as a “many-headed super-cell” to test collective communication
strategies. As it emerged from the lecture theatre, the “human slime mould” was filmed both from
above (to track the collective motion) and on the ground (to capture individual reactions). These
recordings provided differing perspectives as more than sixty people milled around trying to tune
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FIG. 7 Human dynamics within the super-cell, Being Slime Mould, ELIA conference, 2017. Courtesy of the artist.
Image: Gareth Johnson.

FIG. 8 Written observations of Being Slime Mould from ELIA conference, London, July 2017. Courtesy of the artist.

into their neighbour-cells. From above, the application of a “motion field” to highlight the movement
of the whole “organism” revealed the global motion dynamics of the entire organism—the individual
lost within the mass of complex movements and spatial negotiations (FIGs. 5 and 6).31 From within
the mass, a different story unfolded as each person responded uniquely to the task (FIG. 7), with
some looking slightly uncomfortable, some totally immersed, and others choosing to break the rules
by talking to their neighbours or taking a global view of what was happening.
Upon returning to the relative human safety of the lecture theatre, participants were asked to
record their observations and note the strategies they adopted and the challenges they encountered
(FIG.8). As might be expected, responses varied hugely. Some noted that they found being in physical
contact with strangers awkward or stressful, while others found it relaxing or comforting, or their
position shifted having started the exercise feeling uncertain and then gradually relaxing into it. For
some it was a challenge not to communicate through language, while for others silence provided a
welcome break from the usual pressures to articulate meaning through words. And some commented
on the sensory aesthetics of the experience operating as part of a self-organizing mass, with one
participant noting that:

Whatever the individual interpretation, the intention with this mode of playful modeling was to
provide a means to think about systems through direct experience and to form insights about
nonhuman behaviour—be it a biological organism or an institutional system—by embodying some
fundamental principles and intuiting that understanding through enactment and reflection. Being
Slime Mould asks people to tune in to a different mode of communicating, of co-existing and
cooperating, shifting perspective from that of an individualistic and egocentric human to that of an
altogether different form of intelligent life.

For me it was very important to look at my feet—although I was in intensive contact with
other bodies the look downwards brought me a slight feeling of private space and awareness
of my own body and the bodies of the others. I perceived the others, their breath, their skin
and clothes—it was a bit like dancing without anybody leading the choreography.32
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BEING INCLUSIVE: EMBRACING THE MANY-HEADED

The ontological experiments discussed in this essay, including my own attempts to create a human
collective super-cell, are “thought actions,” each setting out to create the conditions for an embodied
experience. The tacit learning to be gained from direct engagement and the critical reflection that
can follow can help us better understand the complexities of interspecies entanglements. If we
challenge our physiological and sensorial experience of our habitat, we might, for some moments,
imagine we can transcend otherness. To do so may allow us to attune to a more conducive state of
ecological thinking, a moment when we do not treat nonhumans “like uninvited guests”33 in our
human-centric world. By acknowledging multiple perspectives, which overlap and intersect in space
and time, we can realign our position. We can question, we can tune in, and we can take note. In this
associative space of shifting subjectivities that cross species and scales, we can hold up these “others”
as a mirror to ourselves.
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The slime mould—alien, yet relatable in so many ways—offers us a multitude of layers through
which we can view ourselves and others simultaneously. To attune (in thoughts and actions) to an
array of companion species allows us to recognize the vast flow of diverse sensing, signaling,
perceiving, and responding that intercuts our interconnected worlds. Of course, the paradox is that
the very act of attempting to be nonhuman merely amplifies humanness in all its complex forms. But
rather than trying to deny anthropomorphic tendencies, the experiments described here acknowledge
the impossibility of that avoidance. In his treatise, Being Ecological, Morton argues that to achieve a
higher order of ecological awareness, a certain level of anthropomorphism is required “since even if
you intend not to be, there you are, a human, relating in whatever human way you are relating to
whatever other lifeform.”34 As one Being Slime Mould participant at the ELIA conference commented,
“By trying to be non-human you start thinking about what is human. You are being confronted with
your ‘humanness’ whatever that may be.”35
How far into nonhuman territory we are prepared to extend inclusion is yet to be seen in how
we enact our entangled ecological thinking in the world, but I would argue that we should look
beyond that which is purely relatable in physiological and sensorial terms. We should also embrace
organisms that offer us altogether other ways of being. Dynamic in physical form, (mostly)
egalitarian and cooperative, and highly responsive to the nuanced information flows in its
environment, the finely attuned slime mould may provide us with an exemplar “eco-sensory” model
of how we can be in this world.
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