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Abstract: Despite extensive empirical evidence that natural environments have positive effects on

human health and well-being, the health sciences have been slow to develop ecocritical perspectives
on hedlth, disability and well-being. This paper attempts an ecocritical critique of one of the central
tenets of occupational therapy-the assumption of human exceptionalism whereby the profession’s
keystone concept of “occupation” is limited to humans. This paper develops a preliminary critique
of this position, arguing that the concept of “co-occupation” used in occupational therapy and occu-
pational science be extended from its current focus on occupations shared by two or more people to
include non-human animals. This proposal is developed through a discussion of a modern classic of
American environmental writing, Terry Tempest Williams' Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family
and Place (1991).
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Like other health professions, occupational ther-
apy has developed based on a firm belief in human ex-
ceptionalism.  Occupational therapy’s keystone con-
cept of “occupation”—everyday activities that affect
health, well-being, and the social determinants of
health—has been strictly policed to exclude non-human
animals. This same stance has also been adopted by

occupational science, an academic discipline devel-
oped in the late 1980s to provide a base for research
and education on “occupation” (Clark et al. 1991;
Yerxa et a. 1990; Zemke and Clark 1996a). Occupa
tiona science has always developed within a strongly
human-centered perspective. Thus, “occupational sci-
ence is defined as the study of humans as occupational
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beings’ (Clark et al. 1991: 301, emphasis added) and
“Individuals are most true to their humanity when en-
gaged in occupation” (Yerxaet al. 1990: 7). For occu-
pationa science, the humanity of occupation is con-
nected to its symbolic meanings: “Occupation is a
uniquely human enterprise because of the extent of its
symbolic vehicle’ (Clark et a. 1991: 301). This sym-
balic focus has led to Fortune's (1996) suggestion that
the presence or absence of symbolism explains the
evolutionary transition between animal “proto-
occupations’ and human “occupations’.

The most important exception to this view of hu-
man exceptionalism within occupational therapy and
occupational science has come from the research of
Wendy Wood on primates. Wood notes (we believe
correctly) that, while evolutionary complexity isan im-
portant factor in occupational behavior, too strict an
application of this as a criterion for occupation would
effectively exclude some disabled people: “complex
capacities to travel purposively while relying on inter-
nal cognitive maps and interpreting subtle physical and
social clues are far more intact in healthy chimpanzees
than they are in people with dementia’ (Wood et al.
2000: 6). Thus, Wood and colleagues (2000: 6) con-
clude that, “ distinguishing non-human from human oc-
cupations categorically by degree of complexity seems
both species-centric and potentially dehumanizing to
some persons.”  Ecocritic Timothy Morton notes that
we often set the barrier too high in trying to make ani-
mals somehow “prove’ their cognitive capabilities and
defines ethics as “treating others as human beings,
even when we're not sure they are” (Morton 2009).

Wood's doctora primate research was funded by
aJane Goodall Fellowship and it is no coincidence that
many of her conclusions find ready correlation in the
literature on the health and well-being of animals.
When we look at this literature, we find something
very interesting: zoo biologists and others concerned
with the health of animals in captivity use a very simi-
lar framework to that held by occupational therapy. Al-
though there seems to be little formal communication
between these two fields (with the notable exception of
Wood's work), we can even find articles with titles
such as “A digging trough as occupationa therapy for
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Pacific Walrusses in human care” (Kastelein and Wiep-
kema 1989). Thereisahuge literature in this area that
shows that the well-being of captive animalsis usually
improved by environmental “enrichments’ (Shepherd-
son et al. 1998). This research and practice in zoo bi-
ology would seem to make best sense by utilizing a
concept of occupation similar to that employed by oc-
cupational therapy for human subjects. However, it is
one thing to show that such anima “occupationa ther-
apy” enrichesthe life of a captive animal, quite another
to understand what that “occupation” might mean for
theanimal. Thisreflects, of course, the difficult philo-
sophical problem of how humans can imagine the life
of non-human animals. “What is it like to be a bat?’
asked philosopher Thomas Nagel (1974) in a famous
essay. Thisis a problem that requires future thought
and research, yet the therapeutic effects of occupation
can often be seen without a complete understanding of
their meanings, both for a human and for a non-human
animal. In other words, we believeit is possible to be-
gin to approach this problem of the human-animal di-
vide in occupational therapy and occupational science
without a full understanding of what occupations
might “mean” for a particular species or individual.
Logicaly separate from the question of whether
non-human animals have occupations, is the role of
animalsin human occupations and in this paper we at-
tempt a preliminary examination of this problem by
looking at “co-occupations’. Occupationa therapy
and occupational science have amost exclusively fo-
cused on individuals and individual occupations. Per-
haps the most important way in which this focus on
the individua has been extended has been through the
concept of “co-occupation”, which was developed in
occupational science in the 1990s to analyze occupa-
tions that are performed by two or more people
(Zemke and Clark 1996b; Pierce 2003, 2009). In this
essay, we re-examine the concept of “co-occupation”
through an ecocritical analysis of Terry Tempest Wil-
liams' 1991 autobiographical work Refuge: An Un-
natural History of Family and Place (hereafter abbre-
viated and cited as Refuge). From this analysis, we ar-
gue that existing approaches to co-occupation are too
narrow in the sense that they are limited to other peo-
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ple. It is proposed that animals (birds in the case of
Refuge) play an important role in many co-occupations
and that this important concept in occupationa therapy
and occupational science thus needs to be extended to
include non-human animals.*

Refuge

Following its publication in 1991, Refuge quickly be-
came a classic of American environmental writing and
an extract from the book was included in American
Earth, a recent anthology of American nature writing
edited by Bill McKibben (2008). Author Terry Tem-
pest Williams (b. 1955) is a writer, environmental ac-
tivist, and leading public intellectual in the United
States today. Williams worked as curator of education
and naturalist-in-residence at the Utah Museum of
Natural History in Salt Lake City from 1981 to 1996
and is currently the Annie Clark Tanner Fellow in the
Environmental Humanities Graduate Program at the
University of Utah.

Refuge is a book that combines two narratives,
one dealing with the cancer of Williams' mother and
other female relatives and the other describing the bird
life of the Great Salt Lake in Utah at a time when the
level of water in the lake was rising and thus threaten-
ing the ecology of many of the birds. This narrative
structure “explicitly equates Williams's mother with
the lake and the cancer with the flood” (Dodd 2003: 4),
but Refuge is a narrative not so much of mourning, as
of healing and justice. Williams (Refuge, p. 4) con-
fesses that, “Perhaps, | am telling this story in an at-
tempt to heal myself, to confront what | do not know,
to create a path for myself with the idea that * memory
isthe only way home.” From an occupational therapy/
science perspective, one could say that the author uses
the occupations of watching and learning about birds
to help her come to terms with the illness and death of
her mother and other relatives. The split narrative of
Refuge is not a way to understand possible causes of
cancer—as in Richard Powers' 1998 novel Gain-but re-
flects the author’s personal attempts to come to terms
with illness, death and loss.
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A final ten-page epilogue in Refuge, titled “The
clan of one-breasted women”, briefly discusses possi-
ble links between the cancers in Williams' family and
above-ground nuclear testing in Nevada in the 1950s.
The high incidence of cancers among the so-called
“down-winders’ of this nuclear testing is presented as
an issue of socia justice that is linked to (environ-
mental) justice for the birds of the Great Salt Lake.
However, this is not an explicitly political book in its
main narratives. The main body of Refuge focuses on
birds. With the exception of the epilogue, all of the
other chapters are named after birds such as “Barn
swallows’, “Long-billed curlews’ and “Snowy plov-
ers’. An appendix lists the common and scientific
names of 206 birdspecies associated with Great Salt
Lake.

Occupation in Refuge

The main occupation performed by Terry Tempest Wil-
liams in Refuge might be described as “bird watching”.
Although this term is also used by Williams herself
(Refuge, p. 87), for many readers it may suggest a pas-
sive relationship between birds and bird watcher that
does not begin to capture the complexity of the actual
relationships portrayed in the book. As an occupation,
bird watching can be said to exist on a continuum be-
tween more active and more passive performances, just
as keeping pets can range from keeping big dogs that
need walking for over an hour every day through to
aquarium fish that are primarily looked at (cf. Lang-
field and James 2009). The bird watching in Refuge is
highly active, but it is argued here that even passive
performances can involve co-occupation with animals.
One example of such “passivity” is Richard Nelson's
(1997) description of watching a doe give birth to a
fawn, an activity in which the intensity of his sense of
wonder is paraleled by his amost total lack of actual
physical movement for along period to avoid frighten-
ing the deer.? Watching the doe also required that Nel-
son's pet dog kept quiet for a similar length of time.
The significance of this occupation for Nelson required
that the deer not see him, yet the same occupation

®  And perhaps also to post-human lifeforms such as robots and androids, although no attempt will be made to discuss these forms here.
' This description can also be found in McKibben's (2008) anthology American Earth.
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would not have been possible without the presence of
the deer.

For Williams in Refuge, what might be called
“bird watching” includes a wide range of other of ac-
tivities including praying to birds (p. 149), protesting
the destruction of the birds habitats (p. 12-13), danc-
ing (in Mexico) wearing an owl mask (p. 278), relax-
ing and sleeping next to her husband, Brooke, (p. 150),
and (on frequent occasions) reflecting on life and fam-
ily through watching birds from the position that “I

could not separate the Bird Refuge from my family” (p.

40). In these various occupations, birds always play a
central role, not just as literary metaphors for occupa-
tion, but as necessary participants in the occupations.
In other words, these occupations could not have been
performed in the way that they were without the par-
ticipation of the birds. The text of Refuge leaves no
doubt as to the importance of this mutual relationship;
the narrative structure of the book insists on this rela-
tionship with its relentless inclusions of birds, an in-
clusion that goes beyond mere stylistic juxtaposition to
form a central and necessary part of all occupations.
Birds and nature are a part of everyday life and thus
naturally a part of everyday occupations.

Occupation and Place

In aradio interview, Williams has stated that, “For me,
it begins and ends with landscape” (Tippett and Wil-
liams 2011). In Refuge, the importance of links with
the landscape is expressed in a conversation with a
Kenyan friend who explains “My people believe if you
are close to the Earth, you are close to people”

“Because we have forgotten our kinship with
the land,” she continued, “our kinship with
each other has become pale. We shy away
from accountability and involvement. We
choose to be occupied, which is quite differ-
ent from being engaged.” [Refuge, p. 137]

The difference between “occupied” and “engaged’
hereis one that we will all recognize, although occupa-
tional therapists and occupational scientists would
probably use the former for activities that are truly en-
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gaged and engaging. Throughout Refuge, Williams
emphasizes her connections to the land and to the birds
and animals that inhabit that land. “The birds and |
share a natural history,” she explains. “It is a matter of
rootedness, of living inside a place for so long that the
mind and imagination fuse” (Refuge, p. 21). The long
list of birds at the end of Refuge finds a parallel in a
more (extra) ordinary list in Williams 2001 work Red:
Passion and Patience in the Desert. In a chapter titled
“America’s Redrock Wilderness’, Williams (2001: 61)
writes, “Wilderness is not a belief. It isaplace. And
in Utah, we know these places by name’ [ before con-
tinuing to list amost seven pages of place names from
Little Goose Creek to Moon-Eyed Horse Canyon. Like
the birds, these places are not just names but parts of
life and aliving landscape.

Sometimes, the connection to nature in Refuge
seems literary, perhaps even contrived, as when rain,
“[i]n a peculiar sort of way, ... gave us permission to
cry” (Refuge, p. 28). Other times, the link seems
overly romantic, or what one critical voice has called
“New Age’ (Bush 1995): “I am desert. | am moun-
tains. | am Great Salt Lake” (Refuge, p. 29). Most
times, however, the connection reads as intimate,
rooted, an honest expression of living and being in
place. In the midst of her family grief, Williams re-
minds us that, “There are other lives to consider: avo-
cets, dilts, and stones’ (Refuge, p. 29). Being linked
to these other lives is what is important for the author
and what gives her occupations meaning. This con-
nection is aso expressed by Williams mother, who, in
a letter included in the book notes that, “More and
more, | am realizing the natural world is my connec-
tion to myself” (Refuge, p. 86). Thelack of such links
conversely implies deprivation to the author: scooping
up pondweed, “Microscopic animals and a myriad of
larvae drained from my hands. Within seconds, the
marsh in microcosm dlipped through my fingers. | was
not prepared for the loneliness that followed” (Refuge,
p. 41).

Williams' view of the landscape in Refuge is a
highly spiritual one. Growing up in the Mormon tradi-
tion, the author explains that she “learned at an early
age that God can be found wherever you are, espe-
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cially outside. Family worship was not just relegated
to Sunday in a chapel” (Refuge, p. 14, emphasis
added). At the same time, as many critics have noted
already, the book presents a critical view of aspects of
the Mormon tradition (Chandler 2003). Refuge is also
a highly political view of landscape: the American
West and the desert are, for Williams, not simply
places where wilderness brings proximity to the spiri-
tual, but rather “an irrevocably social landscape, trans-
formed by militarism, urbanization, the interstate high-
way, epidemic vandalism, mass tourism, and the ex-
tractive industries’ boom-and-bust cycles. Even in the
“last wild places,” the remote ranges and lost box can-
yons, the Pentagon’s jets are always overhead” (Davis
2002: 39). This quote from Mike Davis book Dead
Cities is not specifically about Williams work but
sums up her critical perspective rather well and the im-
age of Pentagon jets “aways overhead” finds its echo
in Williams' essay All That is Hidden when, visiting a
remote desert wildlife refuge,

All a once, a high-pitched whining
shatters us, flashes over our shoulders,
threatens to blow us off the ridge. Two jets
scream by. Within seconds, one, two, three
bombs drop. The explosions are deafening;
the desert isin flame. [Williams 1994: 122]

Discussion: Expanding Co-Occupation

Despite traditionally being a female-centered profes-
sion, occupational therapy can be said to have retained
very “masculine” views of the control and domination
of the environment-a “view of the human as one who
acts on the environment” (Yerxaet a. 1990: 10). Terry
Tempest Williams' ecofeminist writings suggest a very
different way of relating to nature through the intima-
cies of the body. Nothing we do as humans is done
without a myriad of other life forms that participate in
Or support our occupations in numerous, complex
ways, from microscopic organisms in our eyebrows to
plants that clean the air we breath to ants that eat de-
caying vegetation. In an essay on Williams 1994
work An Unspoken Hunger, Mary Newell (2003: 28)
writes,

The exploitation of the natural world, with
no concern for sustainability, has been justi-
fied by dichotomous epistemologies in
which mind, male, and human are vaued
while body, female, and nature become de-
valued “others’. In dichotomous models,
position is relative to an empowered center.
Ecological approaches are, in contrast, rela-
tiona; they view the natural world as an in-
terlinked, mutually sustaining web of life, in
which al animate forms have subjectivity
and agency.

If we adopt such arelational or “ecological” approach
to occupation, then it seems natural to argue that non-
human animals form an important element in most, if
not al, human occupations.

Critics will be quick to point out that such organ-
isms are not necessarily conscioudly participating in
the same occupation as humans and that any meanings
contained in the occupations will be quite different for
humans and non-humans. A specific objection here
might be that non-human occupations cannot “be
named in the lexicon of the culture’, to cite a part of
the widely-used definition of occupation proposed by
Yerxa et a. (1990: 5). However, while human lan-
guage obvioudly differsin fundamental ways from that
of other animals, it is nevertheless difficult to make a
clear demarcation with respect to naming occupations.
Anyone who keeps a dog as a pet will be aware that
the dog responds immediately to linguistic signifiers
such as “go for awalk”. Whatever meanings this has
for the dog is difficult for humans to discern, but there
is no doubt that it does have very important meanings
for thedog. Infact, it ishard to see how Yerxa et a.'s
classic definition of occupation could not be rephrased
as “gpecific ‘chunks of activity within the ongoing
stream of pet dog behavior which are named in the
lexicon of the culture” (cf. Yerxaet a. 1990: 5). Or, to
rephrase another statement made by the same authors
and aready cited here above, “Pet dogs are most true
to their dogness when engaged in occupation” (cf.
Yerxa et a. 1990: 7). Other animals, of course, have
very different systems of communication but there are
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few cases where we know enough about those commu-
nicative systems to be able to say categorically that
they contain no way of “naming” occupation. Whales
are a good example here: we are only beginning to
learn about the complexities of codas (stereotyped pat-
terns of clicks) produced by whaes and what they
might mean for whale communication (e.g., Antunes et
al. 2011). Beyond such empirical questions, it should
also be mentioned that human discourse with/about
animals is aso profoundly affected by cultura and
rhetorical perspectives (Milstein 2007).

Animalsin co-occupation

How might birds and other non-human animals actu-
aly be included in models of co-occupation that have
so far been proposed in occupational science? Three
main sub-classifications of co-occupation have been
suggested by Zemke and Clark (1996b), by Pierce
(2003), and by Pickens & Pizur-Barnekow (2009) (Ta-
ble 1). All of these authors divide the broad concept of
co-occupation into three stages: (1) “parallel” or “soli-
tary” occupations where there may be “shared physi-
cality” with other people but occupations are essen-
tialy individualized; (2) “shared” occupations that re-

quire “give-and-take’, “interaction”

or “reciprocal
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emotional responses’; and (3) full “co-occupations’
which require agency or “shared intentionality” by al
actors. As noted in the right column of Table 1, these
existing classifications and definitions are al based on
human actors yet their wording makesit difficult to ex-
clude non-human animals in amost all cases, except
for the largely unknown and perhaps unknowabl e cate-
gory of “shared intentionality”. This last area opens
up complex philosophical issues that are beyond the
scope of this essay. But we wish to at least mention
the existence of arguments that note that we, as hu-
mans, require new approaches or what Donna Haraway
calls “protocols’ to open up “the possibility of mutual
response” with non-human animals (Haraway 2008:
22). It seems probable that the meanings of any*occu-
pation” for animals are completely different to those
experienced by humans, yet humans themselves can-
not be assumed to assign the same meanings to occu-
pation. If an occupation could not exist without the
presence or participation of a non-human organism,
then we have to include that organism in the co-
occupation.®

Table 1. Sub-classifications of co-occupation and some possible connections with non-human animals.

Zemke & Clark (1996b)

Pierce (2003)

Pickens & Pizur-Barnekow
(2009)

Possible connections with non-
human animals

Parallel occupations: participants
are individually involved in their
own occupations while others
nearby are carrying out similar or
related ones.

Solitary occupations: An occupa
tion that is perceived as being
completely uninvolved with others.

Shared physicality: physi-
ca presence at the same
occupation.

Humans may perceive themselves
engaged in solitary occupations, but
animals are always present in paral-
lel occupationsand in shared physi-
cality.

Shared occupations: carried out
individually but enriched by give-
and-take between people.

Shared occupations: Interactive
occupations that fall between co-
occupations and solitary occupa-
tions. Examples include sharing a
dinner or watching afootball game
with friends.

Shared emctionality: re-
quires reciprocal emotional
responses.

Can be applied to animalsin all cases.

Co-occupations: the most deeply
socia occupations, which require
that all people engaged in the oc-
cupation must be seen as actors.

Co-occupations: “the most highly
interactive types of occupation, in
which the occupational experi-
ences of the individuas involved
simply could not occur without the
interactive responses of the other
person or persons with whom the
occupations are being experi-
enced”

Shared intentionality: re-
quires joint goa setting
and rolereversal.

Giving agency to animals makes
them potential participants in both
types of co-occupation. Presence of
shared intentionality is unknown.

" Aswe finished writing the first draft of this paragraph, a heron flew overhead in the night sky, screeching its approval.
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Can an ecocritical analysis of occupation have clini-
cal implications?

Our discussion in this paper has been primarily theo-
retical and any possible clinical implications of the po-
sition advocated here will require further thought and
anaysis. Yet, we do not doubt that such clinical impli-
cations exist. A mutualistic view of human occupation
as embedded in nature can be enormously therapeutic—
a view that is surely one of the main conclusions of
Williams Refuge.* One interesting recent paralel here
in the occupational therapy literature is provided by a
study of pet fish ownership by Langfield and James
(2009). These authors found that “owning fish can
provide similar benefits to health and wellbeing that
other more interactive pets have been found to pro-
vide’ (Langfield and James 2009: 355). For the sub-
jects of this study, “ The environment that the fish lived
in was considered to be as important as the pets them-
selves’ (Langfield and James 2009: 353). As a result,
“As an occupation, meaning was found in performing
activities for fish care, including the creation of atank
environment that accommodates the fish and provides
atmosphere to the owner's home” (Langfield and
James 2009: 355). The findings of this study are very
similar to our ecocritical reading of Refuge, awork in
which humans and non-human animals both form part
of an inter-connected living environment. Care for that
living environment and its inhabitants cannot be sepa-
rated from care for the human.

Conclusions

This paper has used an ecocritical reading of Terry
Tempest Williams' work Refuge to argue for a closer
connection between humans, birds and animals, and
landscape in our everyday occupations. The concept
of “co-occupation” is one that has been used in occu-
pational therapy and occupational science to examine
how individua human occupations may relate to a
more complex, shared social whole. Here we have
taken this argument one step further and proposed that
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there are few grounds to limit this idea of co-
occupation to other humans, we suggest that non-
human animals also play an important role in many co-
occupations. Doris Pierce, the originator of the con-
cept of co-occupation, has written that co-occupations
occur when “the occupational experiences of the indi-
vidual involved simply could not occur without the in-
teractive responses of the other person or persons with
whom the occupations are being experienced” (Pierce
2003: 199). Given this and similar definitions, how
can we separate author Williams' occupations from the
many birds that fly in and out of Refuge?

This essay does not propose that there are no dif-
ferences between the occupations or occupational ex-
periences of humans and birds or other animals. As
Pierce and other occupationa scientists have empha-
sized, co-occupation must be seen as a continuum of
forms, an observation that just as clearly appliesto co-
occupations involving non-human as to human organ-
isms. For example, the copious quantities of corn
(maize) in contemporary diets and processed goods in
the Global North does not mean that our occupations
are emotionally shared with the plant Zea mays, al-
though the current disturbing level of physica “give-
and-take” between Zea and Homo (Pollan 2006: 18-
31) leaves no doubt about “shared physicality” for
most human occupations. The ecocritical approach
adopted here has attempted to open a door to questions
about how human occupations are performed in nature.
Nature's responses to these questions may surprise us
into news ways of thinking about ourselves.

Terry Tempest Williams herself has perhaps the
most interesting example of how human occupations
are linked to nature. When writing, she keeps a lighted
candle and a bowl! of water in her workplace. Even if
she is not writing anything, there is still evaporation—
something is happening in the room. “Most of the day
I am doing nothing,” Williams confesses of her writing
process. “l am waiting. Writing is a natural process,
like evaporation, we might not see it going on but it is

® This view of human proximity to nature might, however, also be very disturbing, a possibility which has been eloquently developed by Timothy

Morton in hiswritings on “Dark Ecology” (Morton 2007).

“ Cited in “Luncheon with Terry Tempest Williams® by lan Isherwood. Dartmouth College Graduate News Archives. Electronic document, http://
graduate.dartmouth.edu/news/archives/ttwilliams.html, accessed October 3, 2011.
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happening.
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