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A B S T R A C T

Animal experimentation is a hidden practice preventing people from empathising with 
the suffering of the test subjects. The artistic research The Scent of Flowers, The Touch of 
Soil is dedicated to mice and rats who are used in the name of science to create visibility, 
understanding and connection for the more-than-human world. The thesis looks at the 
magnitude of the moral disconnection from the earth and advocates for emotional and 
bodily knowledge in the form of empathy and grief. 

The artistic research unfolds through multispecies ethnography that attends to the bonds 
and reciprocity of mice and rats, soil and flowers against the backdrop of laboratory 
practices. The thesis intersects moral philosophy, creative writing, academic research and 
artistic practices, including photography, bookmaking and exhibitions, to expose the ethical 
flaws in the treatment of other animals. 

The work formulates a possible approach to framing animal crisis and proposes rituals of 
grief as a personal artistic practice and a collective endeavour that embraces bodily and 
emotional knowledge. Nursing interconnectedness The Scent of Flowers, The Touch of Soil 
concludes in a hand-made artist book and an exhibition that utilises a gallery space as a 
site for reconciliation and mourning to amplify empathy.

Keywords : Mice, Rats, soil, flowers, animal ethics, art, empathy, grief.

Abstract
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Introduction

There are many reasons to dedicate one’s attention 
to mice and rats. But the main reason for me to 
dedicate my thesis to them was that mice and rats 
were those animals I was able to meet during my 
visits to the Laboratory Animal Centre in Turku, 
Finland. Early in my photography studies and after 
working in animal sanctuaries and photographing 
animals for a while, I wanted to dedicate myself to 
the challenging and horrible sides of the human-
animal relationship. I decided to focus on a laboratory 
animal whose lives are even more hidden than their 
wild relatives or those animals suffering in factory 
farms. I consider myself lucky I got to meet them 
at all. And as I will lay out in my thesis, this visibility 
and proximity is one of the crucial cornerstones to 
forming a meaningful relationship in a multi-species 
world. In that way, I started my quest to learn about 
empathy and grief, the world of mice and rats and 
how art can formulate a response to these embodied 
feelings and ways of knowing. 

But there is another beginning of this project, one 
as important as my encounters in the laboratory 
animal centre of Turku. It started where most good 
stories end up. A book of fiction:

 But what’s wrong with a person wanting to 
be more intelligent, to acquire knowledge, and 
understand himself and the world?1

My work was inspired by the American writer Daniel 
Keyes’ novel Flowers for Algernon (1969), where a 
man (Charlie) and a mouse (Algernon) undergo the 

1  Keyes, Flowers for Algernon, 75.
2  Akhtar, ‘The Flaws and Human Harms of Animal Experimentation’.
3  Keyes, Flowers for Algernon, 166.

same experiment to increase their intelligence. The 
themes challenged in the book are still timely today 
in a society that values rationality and intellect over 
love and empathy, a society that has normalised 
treating all life as a resource. 
In the book, the experiment with Charlie and 
Algernon fails. Just like so many experiments in the 
real world. Over 90% to 95% of drugs successfully 
tested on animals do not succeed in human clinical 

trials.2 We are no mice after all. 

As Algernon dies, the narrator writes: 

I put Algernon’s body into a small metal 
container and took him home with me. I wasn’t 
going to let them dump him into the incinerator. 
It’s foolish and sentimental, but late last night 
I buried him in the back yard. I wept as I put a 
bunch of wild flowers on the grave.3

This is how the book ends and where my series 
starts.

My artistic work, The Scent of Flowers, The Touch of 
Soil, features photographs of mice and rats bred for 
experimentation, together with fading flowers to 
open a dialogue around the ethical and moral flaws 
of animal testing and the human disconnection from 
the natural world. The withering flowers speak of 
sadness and grief as I embrace bereavement in my 
work as a place for empathy and reconciliation.
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My artistic practice is at home with photography 
but also with writing. A writing that diverges from 
the strict layout and rules for academic writing. 
But there is knowledge in this form of more poetic 
writing, as it can have a subtle and gentler force 
to convey its knowledge. That’s why whenever my 
hands went feral, and beyond the constraints of 
academic principles, I let them run. As I will present 
in my thesis, mice and rats deserve a place among 
us, not because we have the means to let them, 
but because we need them, like research needs art 
and poetry. 

I use photography as a method to understand, reflect, 
interact and respond to animal suffering within these 
human-shaped environments. The outcomes of my 
artistic work are presented in photographs that are 
woven into my thesis and entwined with creative 
writing against the backdrop of academic research. 
This approach embodies the convictions of this 
thesis that a focus on reason alone deprives us of 
our sensuous engagement with the world, and only 
embracing our emotional knowledge will lead to 
empathy, interconnection and interdependency with 
our environment in art, research and life. 

In the beginning, I want to briefly point to the rich 
and wonderful world of animal ethics. My thesis does 
not use the space to argue why animals shouldn’t 
suffer. This has been laid out and proven by countless 
scholars, activists, and almost anyone who still allows 
themselves to feel. Still, you will find some of the 
arguments of animal ethics woven into this thesis 
creating the fabric my work is imprinted on. But 
rather than making a case of how animals feel, I 
argue that we do not need to look for empathy in 
animals to prove a point long made. 

My artistic approach is expanding through the 
chapters of this thesis. From the conceptual ideas 
behind my work (1) to the importance of touch 
and the creation of the handmade artist book (2); 
from the rituals behind creating these images (3) 
to the exhibition The Scent of Flowers, The Touch of 
Soil at Photographic Gallery Hippolyte where the 
artworks took shape (4). Touched by the words of 
influential researchers, this thesis unfolds through a 
journey of interwoven multi-species stories from the 
Research Centre in Turku to Polynesian rats in New 
Zealand. Following a methodology of multi-species 
ethnography, Chapter 2 is dedicated to mice and soil, 
introducing the world of free-living mice and their 
entanglement with the world in contrast to the reality 
of their laboratory kin. This chapter also looks at the 
importance of emotional and bodily knowledge to 
understand the world and our bonds to other beings. 
The subchapter Mice & Soil is a concise version of 
the joint article: Caressing the earth: Of maps and 
mice, flowers and feet that was published together 
with artist celine s diaz in the journal Research in 
Arts and Education (4/2021). This joint article was 
an essential part in the process of my research as 
the collaboration with celine influenced my artistic 
approach, as I will explain in Chapter 3. The chapter 
The Scent of Flowers is a tribute to rats and flowers. 
I will look at the partnerships of rats and other 
species and discuss our distorted connection with 
the natural world. This chapter also shows how art 
offers a remedy to re-establish and nurture these 
broken bonds. In the final chapter, I will introduce 
how my artistic research of mice and rats culminated 
in the exhibition The Scent of Flowers, The Touch of 
Soil and discuss the notion of grief as an artistic 
expression.
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Day one, come alive, everything white
everything dark until you open your eyes
white coats, something blue
something cold, something grows.

Neon lights, last time, with wide open eyes
Last time, everything white.

And all your life you never knew
the touch of soil
and the scent of flowers.
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1.1 Animal Experimentation

There are no precise numbers on the global 
scale of animal testing since in many countries 
laboratories are not required to keep records 

of every animal they use.4 However, in his study 
from 2021, researcher Larry Carbone suggests that 
well over 100 million mice and rats die annually in 

laboratories in the United States alone.5 Besides this 
established excessiveness, it is a practice criticised 
by researchers, veterinarians, medical doctors, 
philosophers, and activists alike. In their substantial 
collection Animal Experimentation: Working Towards 
a Paradigm Change, editors Kathrin Herrmann and 
Kimberley Jayne stress the necessity for a major 
shift away from science that requires the suffering 
of animals. The book includes contributions from 51 
experts in the field who discuss the failings of animal 
testing and point out (among other things): The lack 
of transparency, the flawed controlled mechanism 
that ought to prevent unnecessary suffering, the 
historical “lack of predictivity” in animal models 
and the ethical issues of using animals without their 

4  Hussain, ‘What Is Animal Testing?’
5  Carbone, ‘Estimating Mouse and Rat Use in American Laboratories by Extrapolation from Animal Welfare Act-Regulated Species’.
6  Herrmann and Jayne, Animal Experimentation, Introduction xxxv. 
7  Norman, ‘European Parliament Votes to End Cruel and Unreliable Animal Experiments’.
8  Blattner, ‘Rethinking the 3Rs’.
9  Herrmann and Jayne, Animal Experimentation, 691.

consent.6 The European Union already acknowledged 
the need to change and voted to abandon animal 

experiments and transition to alternatives in 2021.7 
However, those declarations are met with caution in 
the face of failure regarding the current guidelines 
to replace, reduce, and refine the use of animals in 

scientific procedures.8

Additionally, the authors in Herrmann and Jayne’s 
book show how destructive animal testing is for 
humans and present available alternatives as well 
as the current development and outlook of animal-
free test methods that promise a hopeful future for 
cruelty-free research. In the afterword of the book, 
former primate researcher John P. Gluck speaks of a 
“tribal-like loyalty to the continued use of animal models 
in the face of contrary evidence” and emphasises the 
problem of an institutional structure that rewards 
only those who follow the established system where 
the exploitation of animals begins with primary 

research and rarely ever abandons its path.9 

1.2 From Ethics to Justice

From all the arguments against animal experiments, 
the ones that interest me the most and inform my 
artistic research come from the field of morals and 
ethics. The discussion on ethics allows me to stay 
with mice and rats while correlating the systematic 

When I was a kid my parents had taught me that all 
animals feel pain and all life is precious. But they didn’t 
tell me that we need the suffering of millions to find a 
cure for many. They never told me not all life is equal.

Chapter One | Ethics of Liberation
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violence against animals and the environment, which 
reaches far beyond the laboratory. It becomes a 
question of norms and behaviour, demanding 
responsibility for our demonic actions. 

What else indeed can we call a being but demon 
who enslaves and routinely kills thousands 
of millions of other gentle beings, imprisons 
them in laboratories, electrocutes or poisons 
or radiates or drowns them? A being who tests 
the capacity of empathy in other beings by 
forcing them to choose between life-sustaining 
food and subjecting a stranger of their own 
species in an adjacent tank or cage to painful 
electrical shocks? And what does it tell us about 
the vaunted moral superiority of humankind 
that while the rat, the octopus, the monkey will 
forgo food to avoid harming another, the human 
researcher will persist in tormenting his captive, 
until he or she collapses in convulsions and dies? 
Do such tests, designed to detect the presence 
of empathy in other species, only demonstrate 
the paucity of empathy in our own? Above all, 
it is the existential question that haunts: Who, 
or rather what, are we?10

-  John Sanbonmatsu

Critical theorist like John Sanbonmatsu shifts the 
discussion towards empathy and care for non-
human animals and the political power that lies in 
arguing against the oppression of other animals. 

10  Sanbonmatsu, Critical Theory and Animal Liberation, 12.
11  Sanbonmatsu, Critical Theory and Animal Liberation, 6.
12  Crary and Gruen, Animal Crisis, 133-135.
13  Crary and Gruen, Animal Crisis, 246.

In the beginning of Critical Theory and Animal 
Liberation, he presents the demand for animal 
rights as a way to question prevailing social values, 
commercial and political structures and scientific 

norms.11 In their recent book Animal Crisis: A new 
Critical Theory, Lori Gruen and Alice Crary follow a 
similar argumentation and provide a comprehensive 
overview of the field. They draw from forerunners 
of animal ethics like Peter Singer, who blazed the 
trail for many philosophers and animal advocates 
with his book Animal Liberation. However, Gruen 
an Crary engage critically with Singer’s utilitarian 
view that promotes moral hierarchies. While Singer 
assumes an objective “point-of-viewless”, Gruen 
and Crary emphasise the importance and strength 
of our personal experiences and lay out a critical 
theory that advocates for proximity and emotional 

closeness.12 They highlight the need to make the 
violence and domination in factory farms, zoos 
and laboratories visible to counter the illusion of a 

“humane coexistence”.13 We cannot feel empathy if 
animal suffering only remains a concept. We need to 
see animals and experience them as sentient beings 
to be allowed to feel with them. Yet, if meeting 
them becomes impossible through an institution’s 
hidden nature, we need to find new ways to make 
the life and suffering of animals comprehensible. 
This need for visibility draws attention to artists and 
photographers to harness photography’s potential 
to reveal what is hidden. However, Animal Crisis: A 
new Critical Theory also makes the challenges of this 

task obvious. The book defines the form of visibility 
that is needed to facilitate empathetic engagement:

The visibility we are interested in here is a matter 
of making the lives of animals perceptible and 
comprehensible. Seeing often involves grasping 
animals’ lives so that an awareness of the 
richness of their experiences – their pleasures, 
their sorrows, their longings –is integral to 
understanding them. Seeing them also involves 
recognizing the ways that the human social 
structures they are caught up in are often sites 
of distortion as well as systematic violence.14

This form of seeing and perceiving became the 
aim and guideline for my artistic research as animal 
ethics scholars have shown that visibility is one of 
the crucial necessities for creating empathy with 
suffering animals. Another important field showcasing 
the qualities of art in the justice movement is the 
theory of law.

The methodology of transitional justice harnesses 
art to be part of monumental societal change 
through and after crises. The United Nations define 
Transitional Justice as “a full range of processes and 
mechanisms associated with a society’s attempt 
to come to terms with a legacy of large-scale past 
conflict, repression, violations and abuses, in order 
to ensure accountability, serve justice and achieve 

reconciliation”.15 Charlotte Blattner from the faculty 

of law in Bern applies this lens to animals.16 The 
theory of Transitional interspecies justice widens 

14 Crary and Gruen, Animal Crisis, 236-237.
15 United Nations, ‘OHCHR | Transitional Justice’.
16 The 2022 Tom Regan Memorial Lecture.
17 The 2022 Tom Regan Memorial Lecture.

the lens beyond human conflicts. This form of 
backwards-looking justice-seeking includes all 
beings suffering from atrocities. It is not simply 
about returning to a pre-crisis state but reimagining 
a shared multi-species society and building trust 
and piece. 

I situate myself within this movement since my work 
does not look at the alternatives to animal testing 
that would provide a more hopeful prospect. This 
would divert the focus away from present issues 
and moral questions that have nothing to do with 
technological fixes. The argument to replace animal 
testing because there are more promising alternatives 
is effective, but it implies that animal testing is 
justified when there are no adequate alternatives. 
However, I aim to emphasise the injustice of all 
animal experiments, present, past and future. 

The animal rights movement focuses on the 
future when imagining a cruelty-free world. It is 
understandable because the future is the only 
place where we seem to find hope when the past 
and present are so devastating. Yet, scholars like 
Charlotte Blattner point out how important it is to 
not forget about the past and that mice and rats 

need reconciliation, too.17 Since it is a relatively 
young field there is no blueprint for how this form 
of reparation and reconciliation can look like, or 
what path to take for a meaningful approach to 
remembering and seeking forgiveness. This is where 
art enters the conversation. 

Chapter One | Ethics of Liberation
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Art is needed as a link between the public and the 
law, visibility and empathy and to come up with 
creative ways of remembering and be a powerful 
ally in imagining a just multi-species society. 
Transitional Interspecies justice provides a powerful 
concept where art becomes an active agent within 
an interconnected force for animal justice.  As a 
methodology, it is a grave framework, one where 
grief is inevitable but not devoid of hope. For it 
is about learning from the past and accepting the 
wrongness of it so it will never be repeated. 

1.3 Art & Grief

The suffering of farmed animals has not stopped or 
even slowed down despite frequent reports, news 
articles and accounts from activists and whistle-
blowers about the industry’s cruel treatment of 
animals. “The greatest challenge in animal advocacy 
is getting people not only to look but to not turn 
away”, states photojournalist and founder of We 

Animals Jo-Anne MacArthur.18 We Animals is a 
photojournalism agency with a vast archive of photo 
and video documentation of the mistreatment of 

animals in human environments.19 The archive is a 
testimony of people’s passionate efforts to reveal 
the atrocities against animals. It is also evidence of 
the global awareness and extensive documentation 
of this topic. Crary and Gruen conclude that visibility 
alone is not enough to advocate for change and 
achieve active engagement towards animal 
liberation:

18  ‘We Animals Media, Mission and History’.
19  Edgerton, ‘ACE Interviews’. 
20  Crary and Gruen, Animal Crisis, 247.

Uncovering horrors that human beings visit 
on animals is not sufficient to ensure forms of 
“seeing” capable of motivating political action. 
Erecting glass walls around slaughterhouses 
won’t suffice, just as it hasn’t sufficed to have 
the facts about what is done to animals in 
factory farms described, as they now have been 
in numerous books, blogs, newspaper articles, 
and documentary films, giving them the visibility 
of common knowledge. The plain details about 
what is done to animals are important, but 
by themselves they don’t prompt people to 
intervene to stop the cruelty and violence.20

This insight is significant for artists and activist. 
Especially for photographers, this means that while 
images are essential tools, they need to be grounded 
in a larger realm to have a lasting impact. As long 
as the suffering of animals for human comfort is 
socially acceptable, any documentation from factory 
farms or laboratories, no matter how horrific, will 
not amplify transformation on an institutional and 
societal level. Powerful examples of artists finding 
new ways to address the suffering of animals include 
the artist duo Terike Haapoja and Laura Gustafsson, 
as well as visual artist Siina Leyonoija. They have 
dedicated themselves to cows and show great 
empathy in their artistic work. 

In The Museum Of The History Of Cattle Gustafsson 
and Haapoja explore the history of cattle through 
antispeciesism. Attending to the perspective of cows 
and telling the story of cattle and their relationships 

with other species. The large-scale exhibition 
(and extensive online documentation) unfolds its 
compassionate narrative through essays, historical 

and fictional text pieces, videos and installation.21 
Gustafsson and Haapoja adopt a similar approach in 
their Museum of Nonhumanity. The exhibition features 
a multichannel video installation, book and lecture 
series addressing the oppressive division of human 

and animal.22 A narrative that has been exploited not 
only for the domination of animals but also to justify 

slavery and genocide.23 Visual artist Siina Leyonoija 
takes a personal approach to address the suffering 
of cows. Her exhibition Homage to 5 867 Cattle 
at Kosminen Gallery in Helsinki remembered the 
cows who had died aboard the container ship ‘Gulf 
Livestock 1’ in 2020. Siina started with 500 kilograms 
of clay and immortalised the animals in individual 
clay figures during her ten-day performance at 

Kosminen. 24 Once a little cow sculpture was finished, 
she placed them on the gallery floor that inhabited 
an ever-growing herd. 

The fate of farmed animals is receiving considerable 
attention from artists but also the suffering of 
laboratory animals does not go unnoticed. Animal 
testing is addressed in the work of performance 
artist Jacqueline Traide who during her 10-hour long 
performance endured experiments routinely done 

21  Haapoja and Gustafsson, ‘The Permanent Exhibition of The Museum of the History of Cattle – The Museum Of The History Of Cattle’.
22  Gustafsson and Haapoja, Museum of Nonhumanity’.
23  Gustafsson and Haapoja, Museum of Nonhumanity’; Crary, Alice, and Lori Gruen. Animal Crisis: A New Critical Theory. Cambridge ; Medford, 
MA: Polity Press, 2022., 204.
24  Levonoja, ‘Homage to 5 867 Cattle’.
25  Omond, ‘Lush’s Human Performance Art Was about Animal Cruelty Not Titillation’.
26  Gröndahl, ‘ABSENT REFERENT’.
27  Levonoja, ‘Homage to 5 867 Cattle’.

to animals such as “forced-feeding, eye-irritancy 

tests and injections.”25 Another example is the short 
film Absent Referent by artist Riikka Gröndahl who 
reflects on the use of animals as mere instruments 
of research. Her film shows the cutting of a living 
rat as part of a surgery course contrasted with 
other scenes where the reactions of different people 

confronted with the surgery footage was filmed.26 

These examples from the art world show the need to 
critically discuss our relationship with other animals 
and to make the brutalities of this relationship not 
only visible but tangible. As a visitor on the last day 
of Siina Leyonoija’s Homage to 5 867 Cattle, I could 
only make my way through the gallery by carefully 
stepping around the many intricate clay cattle. Siina 
called her extensive performance where she also ate 

and slept in the gallery “an act of penance”.27 The 
transparency and vulnerability of her performance 
made her own empathy visible, finding an outlet in 
the tender patience of her work while also embracing 
responsibility and grief—an approach I found 
especially meaningful and which left a strong impact 
on me. The notion of grief and the prominence of 
emotions became gradually more relevant over the 
course of my own artistic research. 

Chapter One | Ethics of Liberation
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1.4 Artistic Concept

I would like to unravel the artistic process behind my 
work throughout this thesis, starting in this chapter 
with a brief overview of the conceptual elements 
of my work.

In The Scent of Flowers, The Touch of Soil, my 
confrontation with the moral and ethical questions 
behind animal experiments unfolded through 
personal notes, videos, and the material clash of 
paper, flowers, soil, and steel. The combination and 
contrast of elements reflected on our troubled 
relationship with other beings and the values of a 
western society that favours rationality and intellect 
over love and empathy; a society that has normalised 
treating all life as a resource. 

The photographs in my series approach the topic 
from different directions. One part depicts the 
life of laboratory rats and mice, the breeding 
facilities, and their living conditions through a 
series of documentary photographs taken at the 
Central Animal Laboratory of Turku. Another part 
speaks of medical achievements through pictures 
and moving images of fluorescence microscopy 
of live cells. Once the organism is chemically 
labelled, fluorescence microscopy offers a range 
of tools to investigate cellular processes under the 

microscope.28 This process is used to study live cell 
behaviour, in this case, in a mouse. While the exact 
chemical and photographic process, its application 
and significance as a tool remain beyond my grasp, 
its striking visuality became an important element 

28  Alim, ‘Modern-Day Fluorescent Techniques in Research’.

in my work. The ebbing and the tide of red and blue, 
a universe of unknown constellation, needed no 
detailed explanation, for the mystery of it became 
its purpose. The microscopic images and their wave-
like movement unfolding on the screen reminded 
me of our shared ancestry with water: The place 
where all life came from billions of years ago and 
still remains the principal part of our bodies. But 
their scientific and artificial character also entails 
the burning desire of our species to decipher the 
mysteries of universes and yet how an entire universe 
lives in the molecules of a mouse ear. It seemed vital 
to me to include this fraction of scientific research 
in my series: The fascination with science and our 
ability to learn about the worlds and universes inside 
and outside our bodies seem elemental to the human 
fabric. Even in this thesis, so much is about learning 
and understanding. I am not advocating canceling 
our yearning to know. Nevertheless how we learn 
makes up what we learn. Ways of knowing based on 
a social hierarchy and exploitation cannot lead to a 
kinder understanding but only produce knowledge 
inherited with violence. An experiment to prove 
empathy in animals that is intrinsically devoid of 
empathy does not lead to a better understanding of 
empathy, let alone a meaningful connection.

The third visual pillar in my artistic research 
reclaims our connection to the earth, using the 
traces of graceful decay in photographs and videos 
of withering flowers. I attend a ritualistic act of 
collecting unsold flowers from a bouquet shop so 
they would not end up as trash. Before photographing 
them, I returned them to the earth in memory of 

the laboratory animals I had visited. The plants 
remind us of our taking and displacing beings from 
their natural environments until they are rendered 
meaningless. In their decaying state, the flowers 
contrast the clinical conditions that form the world 
of an animal in a laboratory and mirror my sadness 
and grief for the animals I had met at the laboratory 
animal centre. The rite of returning to the ground 
what has grown from it accentuates the elementary 
reciprocity in the natural environment of mice and 
rats and further defies and criticises the disposal of 
laboratory animals as waste; thus, unfulfilling the 
universal task of the breathing world to give our 
bodies back to soil. 

The next chapter studies the entanglement of 
mice and soil and the precarious exposure of this 
bond in human hands. I will look at touch as a form 
of knowledge and unfold the concept behind my 
photographic works before introducing my artist 
book as one outcome of this artistic research.

Chapter One | Ethics of Liberation
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"Don't misunderstand me," I said. 

"Intelligence is one of the greatest human gifts. But all 

too often a search for knowledge drives out the search 

for love. This is something else I've discovered for 

myself very recently. I present it to you as a hypothesis: 

Intelligence without the ability to give and receive 

affection leads to mental and moral breakdown, to 

neurosis, and possibly even psychosis. And I say that 

the mind absorbed in and involved in itself as a self-

centered end, to the exclusion of human relationships, 

can only lead to violence and pain".29

–  Daniel Keyes

29  Keyes, Flowers for Algernon, 161. Charlie, the main character and narrator of 
the book speaks of human relationships here, but as you might gather from this 
thesis, I strongly advocate that we should not shelter us from relationships with 
other species to lead a meaningful life.

28 29



The newborns crawl blindly through the insulating wood 
shavings until they find their mother hiding under a white 
tissue and a half-eaten cardboard
Taking pictures is easy, editing is the difficult part because 
that’s when you have to face the things that you saw. 
What I saw were only the breeding facilities. Dozens of 
transparent boxes, mice and rats, rats and mice. .

30 31

The sub chapter Mice & Soil is a concise version of 
the joint article: diaz, c. s. & Fleischmann, D. (2021) 
Caressing the earth: Of maps and mice, flowers and 
feet. Research in Arts and Education 4 / 2021

Soil means support. It means life and strength. 
It grows us food. It gives us a place to be and 
grow ourselves. Our existence depends on the 
soil that we wander on. Responsibility is not 
only between us and the soil but in between 
us, the soil and the whole order around it, 
meaning other animals, the seeds and whole 
ecosystems—The soil is that which holds it 
together. There ought to be respect not only 
in our treatment of it but the way we see it.30 

2.1 Mice and Soil 31

In just one minute the heart of a mouse beats 632 
times—ten times faster than the hearts of our 
species. My work was conducted with a slowly 
beating human heart in a place where mice are far 
removed from the elements shaping their natural 
environment. This chapter discovers the world of 
mice, their relationship with their natural environment 
and sheds light on their role as caretakers of soil. 
In short text fractions I reflect on my visits to a 
laboratory animal centre in Turku, where mice and 
rats are bred for scientific experiments whilst the 

30 celine s diaz, ‘Algo Entre Alga y Roca: Body and Nature, to Be and the Quest to Belong’, 73.
31  Diaz and Fleischmann, ‘Caressing the Earth’. The following chapter was adapted from my earlier publication Caressing the Earth: Of Maps 
and Mice, Flowers and Feet. An article written together with celine s diaz and published in the journal Research in Arts and Education 4/2021.
32  Shalaway, ‘Mice as Keystone Species’. The importance of mice for a healthy ecosystem is primarily acknowledged in their role as prey, as 
crucial links between plants and predators.

photographic series tends to the love, care and grief 
that was lost when we removed soil from our bodies 
and other bodies from soil.

In their lifetime, mice embody different roles, 
depending on the stance of the beholder but little 

attention goes towards their lives as soil carers.32 
Nevertheless, for people who study them closely, 
not in isolation, but rather in the environment 
they were born to inhabit, (the woods, fields, and 
shrubs, their native clay and dirt), their ability to 
nurse their surroundings becomes apparent. They 
are pollinators and gardeners, tree planters and soil 
restorers. Mice have a way of being and worlding with 
their environment that humans are only beginning 
to understand. 

Through their innate awareness of touch and smell, 
mice navigate above and below ground and form a 
reciprocal bond with soil, shaping entire ecosystems. 
When building their tunnels, mice foster the soil as 



What gives us the right to take everything from nature 
without ever giving back but to ourselves. How on 
earth are we allowed to live such miserable lives 
and yet justify the torture of everything natural for 
our glimpse at immortality. How much do we deserve 
when we are willing to give so little?

32 33

they aerate humus and aid the flow of water.33 The 

small mammals are also key to restoring mycorrhizal 

fungi communities after clear  cuts.34 They are 

important ecosystem engineers and trees and plants 
grow to be the living testimony of the little rodent’s 

diligent underground and overground work.35

Mice are rarely credited as pollinators, but the effect 
of their unexpected talent can be seen all around the 

natural world.36 The role of mice as propagators has 
been well observed in the orchid species Cymbidium 

33  Faiz, Abbas, and Faiz, ‘Burrowing Activity of Rodents Alter Soil Properties’. Studies prove that rodents significantly improve soil composition 
and strongly influence ecosystem sustainability and diversity as their actions support the growth of new plants.
34  Stephens and Rowe, ‘The Underappreciated Role of Rodent Generalists in Fungal Spore Dispersal Networks’. Scientists have found out that 
mice who feed on fruiting mushroom bodies can disperse fungi spores through their droppings. Truffles which fruit below the ground rely even 
more on mice to expand their mycelium network.
35  Yu et al., ‘Rodent-Mediated Seed Dispersal Shapes Species Composition and Recruitment Dynamics in Ecotones’. Often mice store more 
seeds than they eat which allows the remaining seeds to germinate in fertile conditions and in the most unexpected places.
36  Biccard and Midgley, ‘Rodent Pollination in Protea Nana’; Tang et al., ‘A Review of Orchid Pollination Studies in China’. Some prime examples 
for rodent pollination of flowers and shrubs are Protea Nana in South Africa and Cymbidium serratum in China.
37  Tang et al., ‘A Review of Orchid Pollination Studies in China’. It might not be a coincidence that the smell of these orchids is strongest at night, 
when nocturnal wild mountain mice, the only known pollinators of Cymbidium serratum, are roaming the hills.
38  Haraway, Staying with the Trouble. The term simpoesis was coined by Beth Dempster and reimagined by Donna Haraway in Staying with the 
Trouble (2016) as “making with” and to “become-with each other, compose and decompose each other, in every scale and register of time and 
stuff”. A “sympoietic tangling” is the ecological and evolutionary development where entities create worlds together.
39  Belk and Smith, ‘Pelage Coloration in Oldfield Mice (Peromyscus Polionotus)’. A study found very strong analogues between the brightness 
of soil and the coat colour of different Oldfield mice populations.

serratum in the Shaanxi province of Central China. 
Attracted by its smell, mice will find the flower, stand 
on their hind-legs, and dive their snout deep into it as 
they devour the scent and sweet tasting labellum of 
the orchid. The rest of the plant remains unharmed 
and once the mouse moves on to the next flower, 
they carry the pollen on their whiskers and snout 
which in turn fertilise the plant as they continue 

their journey in the dark.37 

In nature, no relationship is unilateral. As mice 
shape and change the soils, the soils reciprocate by 

shaping them as well. Their symbiosis, simpoesis38 
and unravelling has led to the curious phenomenon 
that the fur of mice will match the colour of soil 

wherever they are.39 The matching fur colour helps 
mice to find shelter not only in the belly of soil but 
also on the surface camouflaged by their native 
grounds. Moreover, soil as a caretaker of mice can 
be witnessed as it improves their physical health 
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as well as their emotional wellbeing.40 In a recent 
study from 2021 scientists proved that when mice eat 
parts of soil, it decreases the potential for allergic 
reactions and causes gut microbiota to flourish which 
significantly influences a positive immune function.41 
This knowledge was acquired through experiments 
conducted on animals, in a study designed not to 
learn more about soil or mice but to find a cure for 
humans. The demand for a study like this comes 
with the surge in inflammatory diseases as our 
modern way of living has distanced us from soil and 
deprived us of the connection to its microorganisms 
essential for our immune regulation.42 The study 
acknowledges the increasing psychiatric disorders 
and inflammation risk due to our obsession with 
cleanliness, living on steel-supported concrete floors 
and glass walled buildings far removed from healthy 
soil, dirt and other animals.

It may not be surprising, or even appear logical 
in our western way of thinking, that studies like 
this are conducted in a setting where hygiene and 
extreme cleanness form the status quo of research - 
an environment where clay and humus do not exist, 
and where a dirt-based cure for maladies is tested 

40  Reber et al., ‘Immunization with a Heat-Killed Preparation of the Environmental Bacterium Mycobacterium Vaccae Promotes Stress Resilience in 
Mice’. Research suggests that M. vaccae, a microorganism found abundantly in soil, helps mice to prevent colitis, decreases anxiety, and promotes 
resilience to stress.
41  Zhou et al., ‘Soil Causes Gut Microbiota to Flourish and Total Serum IgE Levels to Decrease in Mice’.
42  Reber et al., ‘Immunization with a Heat-Killed Preparation’.
43  LaFollette and Shanks, ‘Animal Experimentation’.
44  Aminoff, Encyclopaedia of the Neurological Sciences, 415.
45  LaFollette and Shanks, ‘Animal Experimentation’.
46  Union, ‘COM/2020/16 Final, REPORT FROM THE COMMISSION TO THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND THE COUNCIL 2019 Report on the 
Statistics on the Use of Animals for Scientific Purposes in the Member States of the European Union in 2015-2017’.

on an animal that will never know the taste of soil 
nor the smell of flowers. 

In the mid 1800s, Claude Bernard established 
experimentation on animals, despite a vocal 

opposition, as a reasonable form of research.43 In 
one of his most famous quotes, he describes his 
profession and understanding of the relationship 
between humans, animals and research:

The physiologist is no ordinary man. He is a 
learned man, a man possessed and absorbed 
by a scientific idea. He does not hear the 
animals’ cries of pain. He is blind to the blood 
that flows. He sees nothing but his idea, 
and organisms which conceal from him the 
secrets he is resolved to discover.44

A lot has changed since the days of Claude Bernard,45 
but his beliefs are a testimony for the detachment 
and cruelty that lies at the root of western knowledge 
production. According to the European Commissions’ 
report on the statistics on the use of animals for 
scientific purposes 9,388,162 animals were used for 
experimental purposes.46 5,707,471 of them were 

They don’t have names, do they? The animal technician looks at 
me pitifully. I don’t know why I needed to ask. Of course, 
they don’t. They have holes in their ears and numbers on their 
cage cards.
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mice. Millions of mice are born and die inside of 
laboratories while scientists take advantage of the 
fact that their genetic and biological characteristics 
closely resemble those of humans. However, from all 
the drugs that are successfully tested on animals, less 
than one out of ten is successful in clinical trials.47 

2.2 Ways of Knowing

One does not need a degree in biology to understand 
the ever-present detachment of science from the 
feeling world. It is something even a layman like 
me can observe when stepping into a laboratory. It 
is not a secret; it is a necessity. Stainless steel and 
glass, plastic cages and plastic tubes comprise the 
environment of laboratory mice and rats. Instead 
of burrowing in soil, the most species-rich element 
of our terrestrial ecosystems, mice lie on white 
wood shavings, paper, or dust-free corncobs. It is 
a sterile world where their caretakers are referred 
to as Animal Technicians. During my four visits at 
the Central Animal Laboratory in Turku, I witnessed 
great empathy, patience, and tenderness in the work 
of the human caretakers. Yet, they cannot prevent 
the destiny of every laboratory animal. It is not their 
fault that the research system only allows a bodily 
connection protected and obstructed by disposable 
gloves—a system that only works when vulnerability 
and dirt are removed from it. 

The scientific way of understanding the world 
excludes our emotional knowledge, the bodily 
wisdoms we feel only through interaction with the 

47  Akhtar, ‘The Flaws and Human Harms of Animal Experimentation’.

complex web of ecosystems.48 Free living mice teach 
us a way of knowing that we also inherit, knowledge 
that draws from a billion years of evolution and the 
smallest experiences of everyday life. In human eyes, 
a mouse lives a fast life. Maybe too fast for eyes 
to follow, for a mind to grasp, and for our slowly 
beating hearts to ever fully understand. The caring 
allyship of soil, mice, and plants is just one of the 
innumerable examples of the intertwined web of life-
confirming species partnerships in the complexity 
of ecosystems. 

Care starts by appreciating how the tiniest help 
the tiny so that a rugged earth, pained and scared 
by humanity, can birth mighty oaks and tiny shrubs 
filled with flowers. By allowing ourselves vulnerability 
and the need for empathy, touch and feelings, we 
grant ourselves new ways to understand and care 
for each other, and to rediscover the wisdoms we 
already possess. 

48  Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 40. Robin W. Kimmerer describes 
science as a “language of objects” and “a language of distance which 
reduces a being to its working parts”. She explains that despite accuracy 
and preciseness of the scientific language, it is a language that is 
incomplete, for it lacks a truths that resides within and around us.

All I could offer is my presence. A few curious seconds 
that come with being a rare visitor, a different smell. 
Some stretch, some yawn. And one by one they would come 
to the edge of their container and stretch their neck and 
put their tiny fingers around the metal bars and stretch 
their neck a little more and put their nose as high as they 
could until you only saw white fur balls pressed against 
the cage and tiny pink noses moving rapidly, soaking in 
the scent of everything new.

Chapter Two | The Touch of Soil



4140

Emotional distance and physical separation are 
inherent to research on animals and prohibit a deeper 
understanding of the entangled earthly connections 
and how to nurse them. Unfolding the simpoesis 
of mice and soil and the caretaking nature of their 
relationship deeper exposes the lack of reciprocity 
and love between white walls and sanitised gloves. 
Using the testimony of injustice as practice of care 
and active understanding I advocate to pause, to 
feel grief, sorrow and pain, as well as to witness and 
cherish our ability to empathise. 

In her research on empathy philosopher Elisa Aaltola 
reflects on the significance to feel with someone. 
She shows that animals are worthy of empathy. 
Aaltola argues that it is vital to have empathy with 
other beings because it is empathy that creates 

the foundation of our moral understanding.49 We 
will never be able to comprehend the complexity 
of this world and how to care for it if we limit our 
emotional knowledge to human interactions. 

Emotions intertwine with our fragility 
and sentience – we are not robotic, almost 
omnipotent reasoning machines but living, 
vulnerable, embodied and sensing creatures 
who via emotions recognize their own intrinsic 
dependency on others and their surroundings. 
Emotions are the vessel to noting vulnerability 
in ourselves and others and to perceiving value 

49  Aaltola, Varieties of Empathy, 24-25.
50  Aaltola, Varieties of Empathy, 24-25.
51  Hislop, ‘The Ungh’. 
52  Test Subjects. As an example, this short film by Alex Lockwood follows three scientists and their moral struggle and emotional pain to conduct 
animal tests to receive their degree while questioning the validity of animal testing.

in those things, which enable us to live fuller, 
more meaningful and flourishing, less damaged 
lives, and it is this which acts as the main cause 
for their moral relevance.50

-  Elisa Aaltola 

Artistic researcher Jo Hislop looks at empathy from 
another angle as she explores the bodily nature 
of emotions. In her work The Ungh, Jo reveals the 
capacity of the body to perceive the knowledge 
of the unknown; a place where vagueness and 
indeterminacy are not lost but create a way of 
knowing. It is knowledge that does not follow the 
rules of the rational but is perceived through contact, 
intimacy and emotions. Our body is a place where 

memories are stored, and imagination is born.51 

Emotions like sorrow and grief might only appear 
internal, yet they are intrinsically linked through 
what we touch and how we feel. The laboratory 
world attempts touching without feeling. Thinking 
without feeling. Yet, we are feeling creatures and no 

steel cabinet or medical glove can eliminate that.52 
Although Jo does not actively discuss animals in 
her work, her research offers magnificent insights 
for animal advocates and the empathetic ability of 
bodily knowledge against the boundaries of walls 
and cages. In her chapter on “Touching with our 

eyes”, Jo shows that touch can transcend beyond 
the physical. Even where we are removed from other 
bodies, our eyes still hold the capacity to caress.

Without physically touching, eyes are capable 
of creating an impression upon ones skin. 
Carrying with them the memory that is held 
within the sensations of ones tissue, of our 
bodies.53 

In a world where everything is connected, we can 

feel other bodies even when they are far removed 
and actively hidden from our sight. We can touch a 
mouse through feeling the moist soil and letting our 
fingers run through the earth that they are prohibited 
from touching. With her work, Jo reminds us of a 
gift that we all possess: We can see with our mouths 
and hands; we can touch with wide-open eyes and 
nurture a holistic way of knowing that gives agency 
to our feelings. 

Our bodily and emotional knowledge enables us 
to relate to and understand others, even when we 
communicate through different sounds. It allows us 
to connect with a being and a body that appears 
entirely different from our own. Scientists have 
proven over and over again that animals are capable 
of much more than they have been credited for. 
However, you do not need an experiment to prove 
that animals feel joy and that they suffer. All you had 
to do was look.

53  Hislop, ‘The Ungh’, 64.
54  Steel as a concept was developed together with my advisor, educator and multi-media artist Rebecca Simons. As artist we often appear to 
live a solitary life. But even as work is labelled as a solo exhibition it only came to life through the help of many people. 

2.3 The materiality of kindness 

 Artist Book

Animal experimentation, the exploitation of other 
animals for human benefits alone, reveals the porous 
bond and selected empathy with those who are not 
human. My work, The Scent of Flowers, The Touch 
of Soil, is an attempt to eradicate the emotional 
distance and invite people to look at mice and rats 
trapped in laboratory research. The key element 
was my photographic practice to create a visual 
connection. Yet over the course of this artistic 
work, through conversations and research on 
touch and other ways of knowing, the materiality 
of those photographs and the supporting installation 
became an ever more important part of this series.  

Between 2020 and 2022, I presented my work in 
different exhibitions and photo festivals. While the 
installations varied in size and arrangements, the 
key elements remained the same: Documentary 
images and portraits of laboratory mice and rats 
in dialogue with photographs of fading flowers and 

an installation with steel pipes.54 Steel became one 
of the most prominent materials running through 
the exhibitions, expressing the coldness and 
perfectionism of human endeavour and entering 
a violent dialogue with the flower images and the 
paper they were printed on.

 

Chapter Two | The Touch of Soil



4342

Before starting this project, I had a distant 
relationship with materials. As a photographer, I was 
trained that pictures are meant to be framed and 
protected. Admired from afar and if ever touched 
only on its white borders. But mice taught me about 
the importance of touch to create connections and 
how the materials through which we touch create 
meaning and shape our perception of the world. 
With the interaction of soil and flowers, I took one 
step towards a tactile way of knowing. In terms of 
my photographic work, the use of different materials 
helped the series to emerge in a small photo book. 
The book became a gateway for the expression of 
gentleness and affection that I could not translate 
through steel. The photographs and texts printed on 
these fragile pages reflect the intimate relationship 
between animals and nature and broken reciprocity.
Applying more tender means of crafting, compared 
to the exhibitions’ steel installations, shaped the 
idea behind the artist book. The book itself is an 
intimate approach towards the topic of my thesis. 
The gesture of touch and feeling became its essence: 
Every page has a certain haptic. Four different kinds 
of paper comprise the book: Two kinds of Lokta 

paper,55 one type of smooth uncoated paper as well 
as recycled paper. The thick, fibrous white Lokta 
with tiny flower petals formed the background for 
the pages with personal text entries (which are also 
featured throughout this chapter). The thinnest 
paper was used for the flower photographs and for 
the cover, giving the small book a delicate feel. The 

55  Parajuli, ‘Lokta Paper’. Lokta is an indigenous plant of Nepal and the name of the traditional handmade Nepalese paper. The shrub species 
can regenerate quickly. 

cover is bound to wrinkle, always at risk of being 
torn in an uncontrolled movement. Furthermore, 
the petals on the text pages were only loosely 
glued, already starting to fall off during the printing 
process, leaving a trace of tiny orange plant fluffs 
around the corridor whenever I printed. Yet, some 
flower petals remained, and some will stay for a 
while longer while others will escape the pages that 
borrowed them, hopefully finding their way back to 
a cherishing ground. 

The mix of papers, the fragile cover and the untamed 
flower petals escaping its pages make this book 
a delicate creature; impractical in a way as it is 
obligated to age with every visiting hand. However, 
I enjoy seeing the gentleness with which people 
naturally hold and handle the book. I hope they can 
also feel the love and affection I have put into it with 
the support of many helping hands. 

At last, the book was stitched together with a thin 
thread. The end of each thread wiggling beyond the 
borders of the book. One would usually cut it and 
hide the yarn behind the cover page attached with 
a brushstroke of glue. But as I saw it there, curled 
like a tail, I could not cut nor hide it. Now, each book 
carries the photo of a dying flower bouquet on the 
cover and comes with a short cotton tail, hinting at 
the story inside. 

To Hold this Grief Gentle
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You lived so close to them; they began to see 
themself in you. 
You wondered if that means something to them.
But you should have known the human exploitation 
stops at nothing. Least of all before themselves. 
You became another dispensable in their system. 
Another person to be used up and wasted. A mere 
object. A tool. 

Your trust becomes your downfall. Your similarity 
is your demise. While you still strive and live like 
no other animal in this anthropocentric world, your 
DNA is erected, your descendants inbred and 
exposed to cruelty unknown to rats before. They 
promise great things. They will create cures; they 
will heal and learn so much from you. So, they 
grow ears on your back, put electronics in your 
brain, they drown you and they starve you, they 
poison and cripple you and inject you with every 
disease known to mankind. And they kill, and the 
kill. All in the name of progress. 

If only they would see you for the being that you 
are. Their close companion. Their feral kin. 

44 45
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Consider the rat. Consider their fear. Their horror of being at the mercy of a human 
being. The dread of never being able to escape the human claw. 

What would you feel, haunted by a creature ten times your size, yet an infant in the 
world of smell and ultrasonic sounds; your world. A being so ignorant or truly unable 
to respond to the pleas of your screams and the warning of your scents. 

A shared history counting thousands of years taught you extreme caution in contact 
with this species. It’s a species of remarkable powers, makers of worlds; as you have 
learned, the best way to survive is not to hide in diaspora, for there is no escaping from 
the anthropic force, but to stay hidden in their closest proximity. 
When they went from caves to tents, from huts to houses, you stayed close every step 
of the way. Then they started to build ships and ventured to the seas. From all your 
magnificent abilities, swimming is one of the poorest, yet you followed. As they conquered 
new islands, destroyed forests, killed giants and erased entire ecosystems, you stuck 
to them. You build your lives on the crumbling of their destruction. 
Their hunger seems to be insatiable. But so is yours as you learn to adapt to foreign 
lands and species. You’re still a wild creature, home in every environment, not picky 
when it comes to food. If you must, you feed on bird eggs, lizards, bugs and snails. 
However, the greatest comfort you find close to their hearths. Their greed is vast, and 
so is their waste. Enough to feed your descendants tenfold. And when they finally 
ventured underground to draw a labyrinth of pipes, you welcomed them to your world. 
What becomes the draining system of their abundance is soon speedway and pantry as 
you learn to master their mazes and make it your home as your home and theirs become 
inseparable. 

You found shelter in the dark corners of their existence. While species after species go 
extinct, you thrive. While other animals suffer, you grow. But your similarity becomes a 
threat to them. Their diseases become yours, and your plaque becomes theirs. They begin 
to dread you, to hunt you and to hate you, for you remind them of everything they are. 
Only you have studied them for too long; your lives are bound to close together. Their 
infrastructure is your burrow, and to limit your expansion would mean they had to limit 
their consumption. But they would rather poison the soil they live on before allowing that. 
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3.1 Rats: Wisdom and Partnerships

In our garden I became a weed, allowed to exist 
only where I would not be seen, in corners and 
dark places.56 

-  Daniel Keyes

Despite our common history and breeding and 
studying rats for over a century, we only have poor 
knowledge about their behaviour in urban and 
natural environments.57 We recognise that they 
have adapted to human environments like few other 
animals.58 However, recognition and appreciation 
are two different things. Rats are hated, not despite 
but for their closeness to humans. They are seen as 
threats, pests and enemies. 

In an attempt for a more empathetic view of rats, 
I plead for reconciliation to honour our shared 
history and point towards new relationships for a 
better understanding and appreciation of our furry 
neighbours. If we would watch rats more closely 
for who they are we might learn not only how they 
live with the world that we have shaped, but also 
about the unstopping entanglement of species, 

56  Keyes, Flowers for Algernon, 112.
57  Portsmouth, ‘New Study Shows Rats Can Make Friends’; Yirka and Phys.org, ‘Study Shows City Rats Eat Better than Country Rats’.
58  Vann, ‘Colonial Sewers Led to More Rats’.
59  Kimmerer, ‘The Serviceberry’. In this essay Robin Wall Kimmerer looks at birds and berries with the help of indigenous knowledge to emphasize 
that we live in a world of abundance exploited by market systems that create artificial scarcity. 
60  Stern, ‘Rats Destroy Flora, Fauna … and Figs’.

independent from human interaction, happening 
right before our eyes.

This chapter unfolds by seeing rats as companions 
and allies rather than tools for experimentation. 
I encourage a shift towards a kinder, more 
understanding view of rats by acknowledging 
indigenous ways of living and knowing, opposing 
human exceptionalism and systems of exploitation. 
The second half of this chapter opens the world of 
rats and how they world to show what we can learn 
when we watch them in appreciation and not with 
fear. I will do that with the help of the flowers of the 
Feijoa tree before I turn the gaze towards our own 
relationship to flowers and what they reveal about 
the human detachment from a natural ecology of 

gifts and abundance and reciprocity.59

Rats’ endurance and creativity in their struggle to 
survive is magnificent. They can carry their tiny 
bodies through water for over three days to reach 
distant islands, even though swimming is one of 

their poorest skills.60 They are fluent between the 
warm walls of our houses, the deep burrows under 
the earth and even high up in the trees. As man’s 
war against nature continues, wild feral rodents are 
always there to remind us that this is their world, too. 

While historically, human settlers introduced rats 

involuntarily to wherever they ventured,61 the first 
rats in New Zealand were deliberately brought there. 
The Māori, New Zealand’s indigenous people and 
first settlers on the main islands, took the rats with 
them on their journey to “the long white cloud” when 
they arrived in the 13th century.62  The Polynesian 
rat, called Kiore in Māori, were companions and 
a resource for food and fur to manage life on the 
foreign land. When European settlers arrived four 
centuries after, new species of rats were introduced 
to New Zealand, gradually superseding the Polynesian 
Rat (Kiore). Today, New Zealand’s wild rat population 
is seen as a threat to local birds and other wildlife as 
they compete for food and feed on their eggs and 
nestlings.63 Enormous efforts are made to extinguish 
every rat from the islands as they are also regarded 
as the cause for the extinction and diminishment of 
native land snails, birds, bats and frogs. 

Despite the horrific reputation of rats in New 
Zealand, the Māori never stopped appreciating the 
Kiore and still see themself as their guardians.64 They 
value the bond with the animals, even after modern 
society is seeing them as nothing but a threat.65 In 
an effort to protect and honour the shared history 
of rats and humans, the Ngātiwai, a Māori Iwi on the 
North Coast of New Zealand, has set up two small 
islands as a sanctuary for the Kiore. A place where 
the rats cannot be hunted but roam free. 

61  Brookshire, ‘Rats Can Chronicle Human History’.; Puckett et al., ‘Global Population Divergence and Admixture of the Brown Rat (Rattus 
Norvegicus)’.
62  Lenihan, ‘Māori Arrival and Settlement’.
63  Stern, ‘Rats Destroy Flora, Fauna … and Figs’.
64  Guthrie, ‘Rat-Trapping Has a Long History in Aotearoa’; Collins, ‘World Rat Day – 4th April 2022’.
65  Tahana, ‘Rare Rats off the Hook as DoC Gives Them Island Sanctuary’.
66  Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 139.

History teaches us of the ecological destruction 
that the expansion of our species has brought and 
the trail of extinction that is still havocking our 
planet wherever we settle. With its pristine nature 
and relatively young history of human settlement, 
New Zealand is a prime example. However, the 
country also tells about the delicate symbioses of 
humans and rats and the moral challenges of human 
expansion. Rats remind us that this is not our planet 
alone, and other animals will cling to every change 
they get to survive and thrive. Efforts to limit the loss 
of biodiversity caused by the human introduction 
of other species is understandable as it is necessary 
to take responsibility. Yet, our responsibility does 
not end with reparation for the environment we 
destroyed. Accountability and reconciliation have 
to be extended towards those we brought along 
when we paved this way of destruction. The story 
of the Kiore is a story about the value of our shared 
history, kinship and respect for other animals. When 
we try to amend the wrongs to nature we have 
inflicted, we must do it with kindness and accept 
our responsibility towards all animals.

Writer, scientist and member of the Citizen 
Potawatomi Nation Robin Wall Kimmerer,  speaks 
of it as the enigma of our existence: “the need to 
resolve the inescapable tension between honoring 
life around us and taking it in order to live is part 
of being human.” 66

Chapter Three | The Scent of  Flowers



5150

3.2 Pollinating Rats

150 years of captive breeding and estimates 
suggesting there are over twenty million rats 
in laboratories across the world, we still know 
surprisingly little about their natural social 
behaviour or organisation.67

Despite studying rats for so long, all we seem to 
know is how to infect and cure them of human 
diseases. Free-living rats, who thrive in what we 
claim to be our cities are even more of a mystery 
to us. Since rats are nocturnal and fluent in hiding 
within plain sight of our homes, we only see them 
in glimpses. It is funny how research often comes 
down to the simple things of human behaviour: 
Since most of us sleep when rats roam the city, we 
miss out on their quirks and entanglements with the 
world we have shaped. 

Urban rats are regarded as pests or worse, especially 
in New York City, the metropole with one of the 
highest rat populations. In a recent job posting for the 
position “Director of Rodent Mitigation”, the New York 
City Office of the Mayor made clear that “rats are not 
our friends — they are enemies that must be vanquished 

by the combined forces of our city government”.68  

We still might only think of rats as nightwalking, 
garbage-eating pests if it wasn’t for a flower.

67  Proops et al., ‘Non-Random Associations in Group Housed Rats (Rattus Norvegicus)’.
68  Woodward, ‘New York City Is Hiring a “Rat Czar” to Battle Rodents. “Killer Instinct” Required’.
69  Matallana-Puerto and Cardoso, ‘Ratatouille of Flowers! Rats as Potential Pollinators of a Petal - rewarding Plant in the Urban Area’.
70  Matallana-Puerto and Cardoso, ‘Ratatouille of Flowers!‘

The flowers of a blooming feijoa tree in Duitama 
city in Colombia only open during the daytime. Their 
oval-shaped flower petals have a pink or light purple 
base that fades into white on their outer edges as 
they are slightly curling upwards. Dozens of thin 
crimson stems are shooting up between these petals, 
topped off with yellow grains of pollen beaming 
through the tree’s green leaves. This striking colour 
contrast is attracting birds and bees alike. Yet as they 
are becoming rarer in city environments, they are 
not the prime pollinator of Feijoa sellowiana. 

The flowers found their unusual companion in the 
urban brown rat. Although long observed by locals, 
researchers only recently studied and published 
this phenomenon. In their study from 2022, Carlos 
A. Matallana-Puerto and João Custódio Fernandes 
Cardoso found out that from all the animals visiting 
the tree and its flowers, rats accounted for 88% of 

those visits.69  The rats devour the sweet flower 
petals without damaging the rest of the plant. The 
flower pollens have it easy to attach themselves to 
the rats’ thick brown fur and whiskers. As the rats 
spend hours in the tree, they carry these pollens 
from flower to flower, pollinating the tree along the 

way.70 The result is a delicious small green fruit highly 
valued by the locals and sold all over the country.

Another interesting fact that the authors mention in 
their study is that neither plant nor rat is native to 
Colombia. Yet they found each other in this human-
shaped environment. Against the odds and human 

intention, they found a way to support each other.

The bond between rats and flowers of a tree 
shows how much there is to learn from the entities 
living among us. As we shape, erase and altered 
environments, animals and plants are not standing 
still waiting for us to come to the rescue. Their 
ancestors have birthed the earth we are destroying, 
and they will heal it in their own way. Nature is finding 
new unlikely partnerships, entangling those seen as 
merely beautiful and those who are seen as mere 
tools and threats. We, the mere human, can be a part 
of these partnerships once we start empathising with 
rats and how they interact with the world. When we 
begin to yield from our oppressive views of Nature, 
we might find unusual bonds and reciprocity. For it 
is not enough to appreciate Nature as if we were 
not part of her. Without empathy, the relationships 
we create with the more-than-human world become 
hollow and quickly develop into forms of extraction 
and exploitation. This is becoming achingly visible 
in our own appreciation for flowers.
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I wrote to several florists in Helsinki after my first visit 
to Turku and asked them what happens to flowers that 
are unsold. I’ll try to pick up those random bouquets 
and broken blossoms before they go to waste. Maybe in 
that way they will find meaning. Maybe for most people 
the value of an animal’s life is only measured by their 
contribution towards mankind. Maybe I’m not in the 
position to condemn decades of medical achievements 
on this journey of suffering. But I know the least I 
can do is show some respect towards life. Even if it’s 
just a mere gesture, like placing a dying flower into the 
dirt, in the belief that all life is sacred.
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3.3 Flowers in the Capatolicene71 

Early on I started collecting unsold bouquets from 
flower shops for my project. I thought it was fitting 
to use those rescued flowers that would otherwise 
go to waste; flowers that were shipped around the 
globe just to end up in garbage, never smelled, 
never admired. I was living in Otaniemi72 at that 
time, and a small local bouquet shop offered me 
to come by on Tuesday when the truck with fresh 
flowers had arrived. The store tried to use their 
leftovers for wreaths and other flower arrangements, 
but still, for several weeks, I would leave the store 
Tuesday afternoon with a bucket full of flowers 
that still looked very beautiful to me; flowers that I 
photographed as a symbol for a natural world that 
seeks reconciliation.

71  Moore, ‘The Capitalocene, Part I’. Moore coined the term Capitalocene to emphasize the influence of capitalism on the environment.
72  Espoo, Finland.
73  Edwards, ‘The Skeletons of Shanidar Cave’.

In The Scent of Flowers, The Touch of Soil, I make use 
of flowers as a universal symbol of love and grief. 
Like in the book Flowers for Algernon, it became 
a gesture for me, a symbol of sympathy. The idea 
behind it is simple. Someone dies and you bring 
flowers to their grave because their lives mattered 
to you, even when to most people their death does 
not. Archaeologists suggest that flowers in burial 
sites as an act of mourning go back to the time 
of Neanderthals, 60.000 years ago.73 However, 
laboratory animals are not buried. They are packed 
in durable plastic bags and incinerated. So, I began to 
return my rescued flowers to the ground, in memory 
of the mice and rats who I had met.

Using withering flowers was my human way of 
grieving, but in the harsh contrast to the cleanliness 
of laboratory images, they were also expressing the 
violent breaking of sacred bonds of animals and 
plants and earth and the knowledge they entail. The 
flowers photographed in the photo studio held by 
a plastic glove enforced that narrative and formed 
another visual connection between animal and plant. 
Furthermore, the images of flowers served as an 
invitation to deal with the sensitive topic of animal 
experimentation. Their withering state in which I 
photographed the flowers is a forebearer of death. 
Still, they bear beauty and remedy in the innocent 
thought that, in the inherent reciprocity of nature, 
nothing ever dies; life is just transforming. The 
previous parts on Mice and Soil, Rats and Flowers, 
revealed the strong enmeshment of the biosphere 
where one being relies on another, in life and in 
death. Through the fading plants, I wanted to express 
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the bond to the natural world that laboratory mice 
and rats are excluded from. By denying an animal 
their natural environment, we break this reciprocal 
connection.  

Yet, how much of the natural world do we really find 
in flowers from a retail store in Finland? With rare 
exceptions, almost all cut flowers in the Nordics 
come from abroad. 90% of the flowers imported to 

Finland come from The Netherlands.74 The Dutch 
city Aalsmeer is the world’s biggest floral market. 
About 20 million flowers from 50 countries are 
auctioned every morning and shipped off to flower 

shops around the globe in 80 different countries.75  
Each evening, new trucks arrive with the next load 
of flowers, cooled and plastic wrapped, to be ready 
for the next auction day. The giant market hall of 
Royal Flora Holland is the fourth biggest building in 
the world, seeing twelve billion flowers a year come 

and go.76 

I wanted to see where the flowers might have 
come from, that I used in my photos and who were 
supposed to represent a connection to nature. I 
visited the auction hall in spring 2022 and recorded 
how thousands of flowers are moved around the 
warehouse within a few minutes by an automatic 
railing system or pulled by people in carts. Later I 
used the videos in an installation for my exhibition. 
One clip would show a few of the rescue flowers I had 
gathered drifting in water cut after a sequence of 
microscopic cell migrations and followed by a scene 

74  Martiala, ‘Rapid Shipping Is Vital to the Flower Business’.
75  Friemel, ‘Blühender Handel’.
76  Bekker, ‘2022 Visit Aalsmeer Royal FloraHolland Flower Auction near Amsterdam Schiphol’.
77  ‘De Mooij Import | Assortiment’.

from Aalsmeer where container after container, piled 
up with flowers, is rushing over the screen.

These towers of flower containers had an uncanny 
resemblance to the towers of mice and rat cages in 
Turku’s Laboratory Animal Center. Dozens of uniform 
boxes filled with flowers neatly and efficiently stacked 
together on a cart, so no space was wasted. The 
plants are protected by layers of plastic. Once they 
are gone, they are rapidly replaced and reproduced. 
For this is what we do. Our treatment of animals 
in laboratories is not an isolated case. It is not the 
rare exception, the necessary evil. It is what we do 
with everything the earth provides. Beauty becomes 
another resource and is traded for the only meaning 
it really has is capital. Carnations in every colour, 
shipped from Columbia to Holland, from Aalsmeer 
to Helsinki, until they end up in a shop in Espoo, 
where they are never sold because their buds never 
opened. Proteas, flowers named after the Greek Sea 

God who could shift his shape at will,77 sent from 
South Africa across the globe until all connection to 
earth is lost and every meaning of their magnificent 
shades is reduced to beauty.

The backdrop of a billion-euro industry defied the 
symbolism of flowers as a sign of love and connection 
to nature. To buy flowers to grieve the death of mice 
and rats would only mean neglecting one system of 
destruction to bring attention to another. Within the 
markets of a neoliberal society, even a simple gesture 
becomes hollow. It is like testing rats for empathy 
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But I didn’t trust myself to find a new home of 
soil for these withered flowers 
And I probably realised my own disconnection 
from this pulsating earth. 
So, I’ve put my trust in the beating hearts of the 
Baltic’s seas November waves 
to circle every petal and stem back into the world. 
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with an experiment designed in a way devoid of 

anything one could call love or sympathy.78 Within 
our industrialist systems of trade or research, the 
attempt for something kind, like an attempt to 
show the wonderful complex emotional world of 
rats, quickly becomes vicious and our actions futile 
until our findings account for nothing but our own 
heartlessness. 

Even though including the videos from the halls of 
the flower auction seemed to diminish the flowers’ 
symbolic impact, the footage became crucial to 
point at the interconnected issues that are reaching 
far beyond the borders of the laboratory. My use of 
flowers as a symbol of grief, confronted with the 
visual and systematic resemblance of the flower 
market and the laboratory, emphasises the struggle 
to reconcile with Nature in a capitalistic system built 
on extraction and exploitation. No matter where we 
turn we will find the same patterns of domination, 
averting ecological, social or moral impacts.

In an essay and exhibition review, On love?, artist 
and writer Najia Fatima highlights the importance 
for artists to address the systematic injustice and 
abusive power relations within our society:

Conversations on love and justice without 
acknowledging the current power structures 
will ultimately lead back to the current 
inequitable systems. For as long as these 
systems remain uncontested within galleries 
and art spaces a conversation on love cannot 
claim universal interconnectedness. While love 

78  Underwood, ‘Rats Forsake Chocolate to Save a Drowning Companion’.
79  Fatima, ‘NO NIIN Magazine — On Love?’

will always remain a challenging subject for 
artists, curators and writers alike, it would be 
helpful to establish a premise that guides the 
conversation towards an expanded social and 
cultural critique as opposed to a mere vacuous 
display of art.79

As we have seen in the first Chapter, animal ethics 
scholars like Gruen follow the same line of feminist 
thinking that emphasises how different systems 
of oppression are interconnected and support 
each other. When we speak of love and grief and 
their universal nature, we must also address the 
exploitative nature of the current power structures 
that institutions and governments are trying to 
uphold. As animal rights activists know, animal 
liberation cannot be achieved without social justice. 
For artists and activists, this can appear like an 
impossible challenge to consider the whole range of 
implications and connections. However, in a system 
that yields from emotions and empathy and feeds on 
human exceptionalism, already the innocent ritual 
of grieving for someone beyond human holds power 
to fracture the status quo of oppression.
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3.4 Rituals

My sympathy with rituals as both a private and 
collective act of care was strongly influenced by 
artist and poet celine s diaz. In the second part 
of Caressing the Earth, celine introduces rituals 
as a practice of reciprocity, understanding and 
meaning-making. Mindful of the unique perception 
of every being, celine is extending empathy to all of 
Nature to feel the agency and interconnectedness 
of our bodies with algae, oceans, rocks and 
rodents. They show us ways to embrace that “the 

human world has always been beyond human”.80 

In their ritual palpating landscapes, celine went on 
hour-long barefoot walks along their local coastline. 
They let the earth draw a map of sensation on their 
feet, “turning the ritual into an embodied poem” 
reflecting on personal relations to soil, respect, pain 

and belonging.81 In their artistic research, celine 
reveals the inseparable magic of the body within the 
natural environment. They expose themselves to the 
pain of the earth to embrace personal embodied 
experiences while critically engaging with social and 
ecological implications. celine’s ritual and poetry of 
movement are deeply rooted in the present seeking 
truth and connection with bare feet on the ground. 
Their rituals are gentle even when they deal with 
pain, and in their tenderness, they hold the potential 
to tear down the oppressive binaries of human-
animal, culture-nature, and art-life. 

80  Diaz and Fleischmann, ‘Caressing the Earth’.
81  celine s diaz, ‘Algo Entre Alga y Roca: Body and Nature, to Be and the Quest to Belong’.
82  celine s diaz, ‘Algo Entre Alga y Roca‘, 21.
83  celine s diaz, ‘Algo Entre Alga y Roca‘, 7.

I am here for the connection that sprouts 
between us, 
on my skin, on the water’s surface, 
all present ears can hear, 
all present eyes can touch.82   
 
- celine s diaz

We need to be vulnerable to feel, but in a world 
built on the suffering of others, we already know 
that once we empathise with the marginalised, all 
that we will feel is pain. The only hope seems to lie 
in a distant future. In the here and now, the grim 
prospects for any development on this burdened 
landscape of justice-seeking are devastating. In 
this context, celine’s proposition of vulnerability 
and finding connection in the present might appear 
challenging. Yet, the beauty of celine’s art is that 
there is healing in their approach to life. It is a way of 
knowing opposing the established power structures, 
independent of a system or decision-makers. It is art 
stemming from a private solitude, home to silence 
and often pain, yet reaching far towards meaningful 
bonds for the future through the knowledge residing 
in the presence of our bodies. Ultimately the painful 
vulnerability that comes with empathy is tying us 
together, giving us a chance to collectively defy the 
harmful norms of our time. As celine writes:  the 
ultimate resistance is to weave a connection with love 

and attention.83  

On a damaged planet, an artist asking for empathy 
is an artist asking to hurt. The goal of my work 
was to make people see and to make people feel. 
However, it was also my own way of dealing with 
this unjust world, resisting the temptation to let my 
work scream in rage. I wanted to allow myself to be 
vulnerable, hoping for connection, and create a quiet 
space where someone could gently hold their grief. 

For grief is not only sadness. The most crushing 
part of grief is guilt. After each loss, each 
relationship broken, and every cherished part 
that we find erased, we find ourselves pleading:  
How could I let this happen? Why have I not done 
more? Why was I not stronger? 

Why could I not hold on to my pain for a little longer, 
a little more discomfort, just a little hardship for 
me so someone else’s life could carry on. 

Why did I choose to look away, why did I choose to 
walk away. We become accomplices in the erasure 
of others, if only through inaction. Yet in grief we 
learn to carry that guilt and we learn to accept and 
to stay with the pain, even when we find that what 
we have erased has taken a part of us too. 

Chapter Three | The Scent of  Flowers



T O  H O L D  T H I S 

G R I E F  G E N T L E

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 

F
O

U
R

I hurt today.

Oh well.

I’m going for a walk and if it doesn’t help,

Oh well.

I’m not going to panic-buy anything.

I’m not going to harm myself in frantic flight toward 

distraction.

I’m going to take pride in every moment I can hold my 

pain gentle and inert.

My own quiet victory.84

-  Jared Anderson

84 Jarod Anderson [@CryptoNature], 'I Hurt Today'.
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Suppression of our natural responses to disaster 
is part of the disease of our time. The refusal to 
acknowledge these responses causes a dangerous 
splitting. It divorces our mental calculations from our 
intuitive, emotional, and biological embeddedness in 
the matrix of life.85

-  R. J. Lifton

Animal Liberation, Social Justice and Environmental 
Justice are deeply intertwined. One cannot exist 
without the other and all are facing resistance to see 
the magnitude of the disaster; or even worse: the 
collective refusal to look at all. In her book Braiding 
Sweetgrass, Kimmerer discusses our inability to grasp 
the reality of the systematic destruction of Nature and 
consequently how this is connected to the demise of our 
own wellbeing. She describes the century long pollution 
of Lake Onondaga in Central New York, on the territory of 
the Onondaga Nation. In the above quote Kimmerer refers 
to psychiatrist R.J. Lifton’s research on numbing and 
draws from Philosopher Joanna Macy when she speaks 

of “the oblivion we manufacture for ourselves”86 to 
prevent us from facing the painful reality of environmental 
destruction. It is an oblivion that becomes evident in the 
growing disbelief in news and media. Paired with the slow 
political changes despite the scientific evidence on the 

horrific outcomes of climate change87, it emphasises the 
importance of finding new approaches to speak about 

85 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 256. Kimmerer is quoting R. J. Lifton.
86 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 256.
87 Carrington and editor, ‘World on Brink of Five “Disastrous” Climate Tipping 
Points, Study Finds’.

injustice and exerting critique. The challenge is, as we 
have seen in the previous chapters, to make someone look 
without turning away, just long enough so we all can feel. 

In this chapter I explore grief as a meaningful response 
to institutionalised violence. I will present how my 
artistic research continued and took shape in the form 
of the exhibition The Scent of Flowers, The Touch of Soil at 
Photographic Gallery Hippolyte in Helsinki. This exhibition 
was my attempt to embrace embodied and emotional 
knowledge in the form of grief to enable an artistic 
framing of crisis through which we can formulate empathy 
and reconciliation. I propose an exhibition as a space for 
grieving that encourages an empathetic engagement; 
a space that invites us to keep looking and to feel the 
gravity of loss.

4.1 Framing Crisis

Our lives within and with nature are shaped through 
ongoing crises. Recent studies from what scientists refer 

to as the Anthropause88, the absence of human activity 
as a result of the global pandemic, reveal that both our 
presence and absence have a strong influence on the 
well-being of other species. Animal laboratories to flower 
markets, and not at least the Climate Crisis lay bare the 
broken relationships with our planet and demand a rapid 
change in politics and behaviour. Yet, the constant stream 
of scientific and visual evidence of the planet’s demise 
seems to fail in advocating for change.
 

The overwhelming flood of images materialises the 
challenge for photographers today to address the 
urgency of a crisis, let it be humanitarian, economic or 

88  Anthes, ‘Did Nature Heal During the Pandemic “Anthropause”?’
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ecological; and more often than not: everything 
at once. Working within the limits of newspapers, 
magazines and online publications, photographs 
are squeezed into predefined forms that mirror one 
another. Publications, that make every piece quick 
and easy to digest. They are fit for rapid consumption. 
Small portions of suffering, destruction and cute 
animal photos, dished out by the minute to allow 
us to consume as much as we can. As early as 1977, 
Susan Sontag showed in her book On Photography, 
the idleness that meets a continuous and clichéd 
visual representation of suffering that is meant to 

be consumed rather than felt.89 

Homo sapiens is a storytelling animal that thinks 
in stories rather than in numbers or graphs, and 
believes that the universe itself works like a 
story, replete with heroes and villains, conflicts 
and resolutions, climaxes and happy endings. 
When we look for the meaning of life, we want 
a story that will explain what reality is all about 
and what my particular role is in the cosmic 
drama. This role makes me a part of something 
bigger than myself, and gives meaning to all my 
experiences and choices.90

-  Yuval Noah Harari 

Authors like Donna Haraway and Yuval 
Noah Harari remind us of the significance 
of storytelling to human nature. However, 
what if our stories are becoming mere 

89 Sontag, On Photography.
90 Harari, 21 Lessons for the 21st Century, 235.
91 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 12.
92 Lecture Framing Crisis. Online through Zoom, 20.02.2022.

entertainment? Stories unified in their way 
of consumption, but rarely enough to escape 
the swipe of our fingers. Historic moments, 
landmarks and tipping points disappearing 
in the timeline of our media feeds. 

It matters what matters we use to think other 
matters with; it matters what stories we tell to 
tell other stories with; it matters what knots 
knot knots, what thoughts think thoughts, what 
descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie 
ties. It matters what stories make worlds, what 
worlds make stories.91

  -  Donna Harraway

In her lecture on Framing Crisis, philosopher Stefanie 
Baumann states that “a crisis is never a fixed point 

in time, but a change that is happening”.92 It is this 
liquid and fleeting state of a crisis that guided my 
artistic process. Rather than capturing the current 
state of animal testing in Finland and debating 
arguments why humans are so much better than 
animals, I wanted to depict a time of change. A time 
where every being is worthy of empathy, and where 
the suffering mice and rats a laboratory is enough 
reason to feel grief.
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4.2 A Space for Grieving 

My artistic work culminated in a series of exhibitions 
that dealt with the troubled human-nature 
relationship and the power of critique that stems 
from grief. Apart from critiquing the practice of 
animal experimentation at large, my works also 
address the crisis of empathy with nature; our 
reluctance to feel with the entities that make up 
our breathing world. 
In their speech on rage and grief Philosopher 
and Gender Theorist Judith Butler bounds 
our need for a space for grieving to the 
need for deceleration, the need of slowness: 

With great speed, we do sometimes drive away 
from the unbearable or drive precisely into its 
clutches or do both at once not knowing how 
we move or with what consequence. It seems 
unbearable to be patient with unbearable loss 
and yet that slowness, that impediment can be 
the condition for showing what we value and 
even perhaps what steps to take to preserve 
what is left of what we love.93

Within a media environment that produces images 
at an ever-faster rate, Butler advocates for taking 
time for meaning-making. The pace of other events 
happening simultaneously might come as a welcomed 
distraction, but to build connection and empathy 
means to stay with the pain and feel the gravity of 
loss. Modern creatures like us, who are trained and 
conditioned to rational reactions, are the first to 

93 Judith Butler: Speaking of Rage and Grief.
94 ‘Hippolyte - Dominik Fleischmann’.The exhibition took place in Helsinki, Finland: 06.05. – 29.05.2022.

cave into the desire to move on when our minds 
are swamped with the magnitude of loss. However, 
it is our body, our emotional knowledge that has 
the capacity to comprehend. In our sadness we find 
wisdom. Just when we feel this physicality of loss 
inside our bodies, “aukko” (an emptiness, a void), 
is when grief finds the space to visit us. Like dying 
roots in healthy soils can these voids open up the 
pathways to build connections, and let compassion 
run through our bodies like water through earth. 

Thorough out my artistic research between 2020 and 
2022, I presented my work in different exhibitions 
and photo festivals. Although the installations 
varied in size and arrangements, the key elements 
remained the same: Documentary images and 
portraits of laboratory mice and rats in dialogue with 
photographs of fading flowers, and an installation 
with steel pipes. While grief and sorrow has always 
been an internal element of this series, it remained 
a private one for most parts of its showcasing. I was 
addressing the withdrawal of mice, humans and rats 
from the reciprocity of Nature, yet I refrained from 
asking for connection. It was a process for me too; 
to realise it was not enough to speak of sorrow. I 
needed this grief to be heard, to be swallowed and 
recoiled. I needed it to ricochet inside this numbness, 
to feel the limits of this unfeeling void. That is how 
the exhibition The scent of Flowers, The touch of Soil 

at Photographic Gallery Hippolyte94 came into being, 
where my thoughts on grief and empathy flowed 
into new installations. 

In The scent of Flowers, The touch of Soil I used natural 
elements like soil and the images of decaying flowers 
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and bouquets to remind us of the interconnectedness 
of animals, plants and earth and the inevitable cycle 
of loss and decay that is as inherent to death as it 
is to healing. The use of steel in the exhibition and 
images of sterile cage towers and medical gloves 
speak of the human disconnection from nature. Even 
graver these images bear witness to the destruction 
of bonds between animals and everything that 
constitutes their environment. The countless 
interactions and relationships with other beings in 
the complexity of ecosystems is negated. A divine 
being formed in billion years of evolution in bond 
with everything that makes the earth is reduced to 
its body parts and studied in isolation; studied not 
for their own being but for what they are not. 

The photographs and video pieces of mice, rats 
and withering flowers that I used in the exhibition 
spoke of death and sorrow. Yet, I had also found 
beauty and comfort in their decay. The dying plants 
entail a remedy that comes with their wilting; a 
transformation and reciprocity that is so central to 
nature, including our own. Transformation comes 
with the loss of life, it is a crisis, a change that 
is inevitable, yet often unbearable. Still, when we 
witness flowers and leaves fading on the ground 
just to become part of a living soil again, it seems 
as fundamental to living as it is to dying. It is an 
organic transformation that finds resemblance in our 
emotional transformation when we experience hurt. 
Judith Butler speaks of the adaption we undergo 
when we grieve and its power to understand ourselves 
as an integral part in a greater multi-species world:   

A loss might seem utterly personal, private, 
isolating. But it also may furnish an unexpected 

95  Judith Butler: Speaking of Rage and Grief.
96  Judith Butler: Speaking of Rage and Grief.

concept of political community (…) If the life 
that is mine is not originally or finally separable 
from yours then the we who we are is not just 
a composite of you and me and all the others, 
but a set of relations of interdependency and 
passion. And these we cannot deny or destroy 
without refuting something fundamental about 
the social conditions of our living. What follows 
is an ethical injunction to preserve those bonds, 
even the wretched ones, which means precisely 
guarding against those forms of destructiveness 
that take away our lives and those of other 
beings, and the ecological conditions of life. 95

 
Butler’s research emphasises the importance of 
grief to create networks of care and community, 
but they also warn how this transformation can lead 
to deformation when we expose ourselves to the 
feelings of pain without finding the time and the 
space to grief. A cure sought in the escape from 
suffering can end in rage, in violence. Therefore, 
Butler proposes to rest our suffering in grief, as 
a peaceful approach to dealing with a pain that 
knows no cure. An approach that is not passive 
but strives for change and healing. For when we 
guard ourselves against violent responses and other 
forms of destructiveness, we can direct our actions 
towards mending the relationships that were broken.

If we could bear our grief, would we be 
less inclined to strike back or strike out?  
And if the grief is unbearable is there another 
way to live with it that is not the same as 
bearing it?96
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This appears especially important when it comes to 
animal activism. Activists and artists are often met 
with ignorance and a political system that cannot 
enforce the bare minimum of legal welfare for 
animals, as countless examples from laboratories 
to factory farms show.97 This injustice has led to 
the radicalization of some groups who countered 
political inaction with rage and destruction against 
the institutionalised suffering of animals.98 However, 
these acts were again used by governments to 
enforce the criminalization of activists rather than 
holding laboratories or factory farms accountable.99 
It is profit over justice time and time again as the 
animal rights movement draw the circle of empathy, 
pain, rage and rescue. Yet, I do not want to undermine 
the importance of activism. Animal Rights activist 
Wayne Hsiung is a vocal advocate of open rescue, 
where people take pride in rescuing animals. The 
activist film themselves and show their faces while 
they tell the individual stories of each animal they 
are able to free.100 They risk prison terms because 
they believe in the right to rescue. They are not 
driven by rage. They are driven by love and unafraid 
to show who they are and what they stand for. Every 
time people like Wayne Hsiung are taken to court 
they use the attention they get to tell the stories of 
those they have rescued and those they could not 
while they expose the crooked legal system and the 
horrific scale of suffering.101

97 Johnson, ‘Profit, Pain and Puppies’; Busby, ‘“Barbaric” Tests on Monkeys’.
98  Hwang, ‘Examining Extremism’.
99  Bolotnikova, ‘Activists Acquitted in Trial’.
100  Hsiung, ‘On the Importance of Open Rescue’.
101  Hsiung, ‘I Did Not Steal Two Piglets. I Saved Them. A Jury Agreed.’
102  Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 98.

I feel nothing but admiration for this form of 
activism. Yet, I personally found home and purpose 
in staying with grief and sadness for some time as I 
deal with the reality of institutionalized animal abuse 
and environmental injustice through my artistic work. 
The capacity to grieve might be something that can 
be learned and even extended with time. If, as artists 
and critics, we create spaces to grieve we might also 
be able to reach a more sustainable transformation 
than we find in destruction. 

Once you develop a relationship with a little 
patch of earth, it becomes a seed itself.102 

Touched by the relationship of mice and soil and 
inspired by the art on restoring relationships 
between land and people; I developed a small ritual 
within the exhibition of my work. The act of grieving 
materialized with the help of soil and flowers. 

The centrepiece of the exhibition The touch of 
Soil, The scent of Flowers was a bare patch of 
gardening soil. Everyone who wanted to express their 
empathy was encouraged to bring their withering 
flowers to the space. Throughout the three-week-
long exhibition, the patch of soil embraced a slow 
stream of ageing bouquets and fallen petals. The soil 
kept growing. The fading plants tinted in the pastel 
colours of decay became a living testimony of the 
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people who visited the exhibition and who offered 
a sign of connection and a gesture of compassion 
for the life of laboratory animals. 

Rather than hurt the viewers through images of 
violence I sought to create an intimate space that 
mediates between raising awareness and leaving 
room to reflect and find personal connections. Even 
when all I could offer was a sense of solidarity in 
grieving; a feeling of complicity and responsibility 
that is not there to create hate but to advocate 
for empathy. A space of critique, with room for 
thoughts and transformation to address our shared 
concerns. I tried to diverge from the elements of 
shock and sensation that we associate with affective 
framing of crisis. Rather than spectacular images, 
I wanted to create space of slowness, to critique 
what is considered normal in our society. The 
exhibitions expose the cruelty of what is labelled a 
standard practice, not through violent images but 
by emphasizing our lack of feeling. 

In the exhibition I made use of different materials. 
Steel was one of the most prominent elements that 
was running through the exhibition; expressing the 
coldness and perfectionism of human endeavour and 
entering a violent dialogue with the flower images, 
and the paper they were printed on. Since the 
exhibition installation carried these undercurrents 
of pain and destruction it also entailed the risk of 
repeating trauma. The soil then became a crucial 
element to diverge again from this dialogue of pain 
and direct it into the direction of grief. It’s a fine 
balance that I was seeking in the softness, beauty and 

103  Baumann, ‘How to Mediate Reality’.
104  Butler, Precarious Life, 150.

dignity of animals and flowers without romanticizing 
and eroding the cruel reality of their existence. I 
wanted to speak of pain without repeating it; I 
wanted not to burden with feelings, but to invite 
emotions, to create a space where one could hold 
this grief gentle. 

If we ingrain critique with slowness and grief, 
we can see beyond the conventions of our time. 
Philosopher Theodor Adorno describes this virtue 
of critical behaviour and truth-seeking as “the 
ability to distinguish between what is known and what 
is accepted merely by convention or under constraint 

of authority.”103 The authority of institutions like 
Universities and their Laboratories, are eager to claim 
that other animals are lesser beings. It is no surprise 
that the power of grief is feared in political systems. 
Judith Butler describes that this is why some lives are 
treated are not counted as lives, and some deaths 

are rendered ungrievable.104 Additionally, these lives 
and deaths are hidden from public attention. A life 
that is not seen results in a life that will not be 
grieved. And a life that is not grieved is a life that 
does not matter in the eyes of humans. However, 
once we openly grieve for those regarded unworthy 
of empathy our sorrow becomes a political force. 
We find community in grief and as we gently take 
down the walls of emotional numbness. Brick by 
brick, crumbling like flowers into soil.
While touching and feeling the soil I worked with, 
one lesson I learned was that after taking, after 
dying, after transformation, what follows is giving. 
To follow the idea of reciprocity and in cooperation 

with Animal Rights Organisation Animalia, the exhibition 
featured a stack of Tissue Donation Cards in Finnish and 
English. The cards were placed on a small shelf towards 
the exit of the gallery and free for anyone to take. The 
Donation cards simply express: “I specifically hope that 
my tissue will be used for the kind of research or testing 
that can replace animal testing and reduce the suffering 
of laboratory animals.”

Finally, my last offer for restoration was a wish. There 
had been as small but steady tribute of withering flowers 
brought to the gallery and the soil on the floor was now 
rich in dried stems and leaves, tiny rose buds and carnation 
petals. In the last week of the exhibition, I wished for all 
visitors to take home a bag of soil to provide a fertile base 
for aging house plants or gardening plots, for or young 
saplings to be nurtured and for new life to be grown. The 
act of bringing flowers and returning with soil became be 
a shared ritual of connection. A sign of collective grief in 
memory of those who could never experience the scent 
of flowers or feel the touch of soil.
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C O N C L U S I O N

Conclusion

This thesis presented the exhibition and the book 
The Scent of Flowers, The touch of Soil as a possible 
approach to framing crises. Situated in the fields of 
Animal Ethics and Transitional Interspecies Justice, 
my work discussed the need and challenges of 
visibility to create empathy with animals who are 
used in the name of science. I propose a ritual of 
grief as a personal artistic practice and a collective 
endeavour to embrace bodily and emotional 
knowledge and create sites of remembering. 

The Scent of Flowers, The touch of Soil exposes and 
mediates the detachment and violent extraction 
that has become the norm in our relationship 
with the more-than-human world. By recognising 
this shared sense of loss, the exhibition created a 
space for mourning. A space for grieving that is not 
hopeless, for it provides a chance to enact care and 
community. A space that might lead to dialogues and 
activism. A conversation that might as well start with 
a dying flower placed on a bed of soil, in the belief 
that all life is sacred. 

The written part of my thesis looked at the political 
agency of art and its need of interconnectedness 
with different fields and movements. As we have seen 
in the bond of art with law (transitional interspecies 
justice), philosophy (Animal Ethics) and activism, 
artists can be a part of building a better future by 
imagining a multi-species society where humans are 
held accountable for the atrocities against Nature. 
As presented in chapters one and four, artistic 
research is vital in this process. I have emphasised 
the significance of remembering and bringing to light 
the violence of the past and present for a chance 
of reconciliation with Nature. However, rather than 
repeating the violence done to mice and rats in my 
images, I aimed at appealing for our own empathy 

through a gentler approach in the materiality and 
agency of steel, soil and flowers.

This artistic research embraced grief to amplify 
empathy and advocates for the impact of emotional 
responses towards injustice. The act of collective 
grieving through a ritual of flowers and soil formed 
an internal resting place for the memory of the 
life and death of mice and rats. Lives that teach us 
about reciprocity and entanglements. They teach us 
about our shared history and the histories created 
independent of human influences, and how we 
deprive ourselves of knowledge and wellbeing by 
maintaining a system of oppression and violence 
that reaches far beyond animal laboratories. 

As empathy is the foundation of our moral 
understanding, it can be the remedy to restore the 
broken relationships between humans and other 
animals. However, as empathy creates grief that 
constitutes a state of painful vulnerability and is all 
too often rejected for numbness, rage or destruction 
if it is not met with kindness and understanding. The 
exhibition The Scent of Flowers, The Touch of Soil and 
the artist book of the same name formulate the 
conclusion of this artistic research, a place to hold 
this grief gentle, my desperate tribute.

Eventually, my work was never asking mice and rats 
to prove their value. If this thesis was looking for 
anything, it was the search for human empathy.  
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