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Kamil M. Wielecki

Introduction 

This volume presents the introductory part of a symposium that 
took place at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales”, University of Warsaw, 
on July 1, 2019. The symposium, entitled “Nature and Culture in 
Inner And North Asian Perspectives,” was opened by a key-note 
speech delivered by Professor Ulyana Vinokurova, which was fol-
lowed by a commentary of Professor Jan Kieniewicz. A translated 
and edited transcription of the two talks constitutes the content 
of this volume.

I could finish my introduction here and claim that its brevity cor-
responds well with the size of the publication. However, several 
important aspects would be missing in such case. The description 
above neither elucidates the symbolic dimension the symposium 
had for its participants nor does it tell the story of what led to the 
gathering in Warsaw. Finally, it does not comment on the import-
ant message of the two talks. 
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Therefore, let me sketch a historical background. The symposium 
was intended to mark a symbolic end to the “Searching for Identity: 
Global Challenges, Local Traditions” international PhD Program 
that operated under the supervision of Jan Kieniewicz at the Fac-
ulty of “Artes Liberales” between 2013 and 2018. Throughout its 
functioning, the Program gathered over 40 people – professors and 
students that came from Poland, Ukraine and various regions of 
Russia. So far, eight alumni of the Program have defended their 
PhD dissertations (three of them achieved that just a few days 
before the symposium, a fact which was a direct incentive for its 
organization), and a few other students still pursue their projects. 
All in all, as Ulyana Vinokurova notices at the beginning of her 
speech, the Program has brought up a new generation of scholars 
who deal with the issues of identity in its different embodiments, 
religion and spirituality, ecology, and history of civilizations. 

However, the “Searching for Identity” PhD Program was not the 
first Polish-Ukrainian-Russian initiative that was carried out at the 
Faculty of “Artes Liberales”. In 2011, two years before the launch of 
the Program, a big project entitled “Academia in Public Discourse: 
Poland–Russia” started to operate. It included a series of confer-
ences and resulted in many publications and research projects. One 
of the latter was the so-called “Polish-Siberian Working Group” 
that was co-chaired by Jan Kieniewicz, Zoya Morokhoyeva and 
Ulyana Vinokurova.

The symposium in July 2019 was therefore an outcome of a long 
cooperation between a number of people and institutions. Did it 
constitute the final product of the “Searching for Identity” PhD 
Program and the end of Polish-Siberian projects at the Faculty of 
“Artes Liberales”? Though I have not asked them, I am strongly 
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convinced that both of the speakers presented in this volume would 
disagree. 

Both Ulyana Vinokurova and Jan Kieniewicz address fundamen-
tal questions of our time. Drawing on powerful examples from 
the Arctic, they elaborate on what is most often dubbed “climate 
change” and what they jointly call climate disaster. The melting 
down of permafrost in Yakutia and in other parts of the Arctic poses 
an ecological threat of an unprecedented scale. This process affects 
not only local dwellers but the whole humanity. Finding solutions 
to such threats – if any solutions are possible – requires coopera-
tion that might be called intercivilizational: of people of different 
ethnicities, lay and religious ones, influential politicians and local 
activists, etc. Among them, members of Academia, who – whether 
they want it or not – should take on a special role.

This volume is small in size, though – I believe – much heavier in 
intellectual message. I am truly happy to present it to the Reader.

Kamil M. Wielecki

Warsaw, December 2019
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Ulyana Vinokurova

Ecosophy: a response  
to the global climate change

First of all, let me express my gratitude to Professor Jan Kieniewicz, 
Professor Jerzy Axer and Professor Robert Sucharski for inviting 
me to this symposium. I am very happy that you continue the 
traditions that were spontaneously established when we were ini-
tiating our Siberian project. Today, your tremendous experience 
has laid foundations for the development of a new generation of 
philosophy doctors. 

On this occasion, I was asked to tell you about something very 
important for me. Finding solutions to certain issues and problems 
indeed will only be possible if we are able to combine interdisciplin-
ary research outcomes with the state and civic society support. It 
is our duty as humanist academics and researchers to promote and 
support cooperation across those three main influential spheres.

To begin with, let me show you a short video to bring some import-
ant issues to our attention. It features the village of Usun-Kyuyol 
in the Churapchinsky District, Yakutia. It is located some 200 km 
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away from the city of Yakutsk. The region’s specific feature has 
always been a terrible draught; it was so severe, with no water at 
all, that during the World War II the whole agricultural cooper-
ative No 41 was relocated to the north and engaged with fishing 
industry. And now – as you can see – all the land is covered with 
water, there are big ravines in the ground, all filled with water. And 
all this happens in the village that had suffered so much from lack 
of water in the past. A number of small lakes were formed, this 
process affects even foundations of houses. The photos were taken 
at some altitude – the researcher photographed his own village. 
The forest has also dried, at the beginning because of silkworms, 
and then because of too big amounts of water beneath the roots 
of the trees. The forest died, having been replaced by this dead 
landscape of a ruined land. 

We visited those places and talked to local dwellers. They told us 
that the conditions in some places have turned into unsuitable for 
living, making the inhabitants abandon their houses and relocate. 
At the same time, those who still live in this village suffer from 
many different diseases, including oncological problems, suicid-
al trends and many other medical issues of the scale previously 
unknown. Well, this is what the situation is like in the most arid 
area. We suggested that the water retained should be poured down. 
However, the local dwellers refused to do it, claiming that draught 
had always been a natural phenomenon there, so the water should 
be kept. This illustrates the gap between the state of the landscape 
with the melting permafrost confronted with the awareness of local 
dwellers who traditionally permanently suffered from draught. 

And now, let us move to my presentation. Yakutia is not the only 
area where similar phenomena can be observed. They are typical 
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of the areas covered with permafrost – it melts as a result of the 
global climate change. However, local people’s awareness has not 
changed yet; they have not adopted their survival strategy to the 
new conditions. This is why today I would like to present the 
approach of ecosophy and emphasize its usefulness in the process 
of understanding those phenomena. 

We have just watched the video. The inhabitants who returned 
home in 1944 after being forced to relocate to the north, just man-
aged to arrange their homes. However, their children have to face 
a really serious challenge of the melting permafrost – again, living 
there is close to impossible. Semion Lukansi, our young gifted 
artist, talked about it. He has just graduated from the Russian 
Academy of Painting, Sculpture and Architecture in Moscow. He 
made some drawings illustrating the situation back in 1941 in the 
Churapchinsky District, before that horrible draught. In 1939, 
the sky was red and elderly people kept saying that a tremendous 
suffering is about to fall from the sky, bringing death... The legend, 
which was deeply rooted in the local people’s awareness, turned out 
to be prophetic and embodied in the form of the deadly draught. 

Why have we entered this discussion? We demonstrate that the 
meaning of our life, human life, is to realize the condition of the 
nature and create a more sustainable self-organization of the envi-
ronment. It is our objective to help the nature to realize its present 
condition and to develop a suitable scenario for us. This implies 
a harmonious co-evolution within the natural environment. How 
can we and the nature influence each other? We have no other 
choice – the Earth is the only habitat for us. 
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Because of this, there has been a growing interest in ecosophy. 
What needs to be done, how can we re-define the place of a hu-
man in the nature? This re-defining requires satisfying one major 
condition – namely to recognize the value of the nature as an 
interrelated system that includes us, the humans. 

In this connection we need to ask three questions.

First, how to harmonize the co-evolution of the human, i.e. our 
civilization, and the nature? When addressing this question, we can 
see a clash between two kinds of attitudes to the world. First, there 
are indigenous methodologies. This is the worldview of indigenous 
peoples who always live in specific landscapes, of very concrete and 
local character; the inhabitants developed survival strategies there 
that have been shaping over centuries. This approach overlaps with 
the second kind of attitude: an anthropocentric project of techno-
genic civilization. Do the two attitudes overlap with one another 
or it is the latter one that dominates? Can mutual understanding 
be achieved? What is the scope of accessibility and lack of access 
across the areas? Is understanding each other possible, in view of 
a forthcoming ecological disaster? What is necessary to achieve 
this, what intellectual metaphors will be effective?

According to the Professor Kieniewicz’s words, we should start 
everything from scratch. It is an intellectual metaphor. What does 
it mean, what other metaphors can be useful here? First of all, we 
can consider the meaning of anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. 
In other words, we need to refer to perceptions of the world – 
every person defines their relationship with the world differently. 
The anthropocentric worldview means satisfying pragmatic needs, 
whereas the ecocentric one means caring not only for the needs 
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of human communities, but also for those of all the natural com-
munities. 

I really like the name of the ecological movement – “Earth First!”, 
which is the radical manifestation of this approach. There are many 
ecological movements, those grouping ecological activists or local 
inhabitants, etc. However, the clear declaration that the Earth 
comprises an absolute priority is undoubtedly an extreme way to 
wake people up, to shock them, to open their eyes at what is going 
on around. Granted, I do not like their logo – you should not use 
a fist but rather your intellectual potential [U.A. presents the logo 
the organization “Earth First!”]. Again, they have not gained full 
consciousness, since their movement is rooted in the technogenic 
civilization, with the fist permanently in the foreground. 

Consequently, what visions of anthropocentrism and ecocentrism 
can we see?

The most popular image of anthropocentrism is the human as 
the king of nature, with a right to dominate it. The North of my 
country is featured as terra incognita – a virgin land, a woman, 
a mother and so on, which has to be discovered, harnessed, and – 
above all – has to serve the human. This can be achieved only with 
the use of violence, forcefully, with no dialogue. 

The ecocentric approach, in turn, sees the human primarily as 
a product of both nature and society, and nature as a spiritualized 
entity. This entails equality of all living creature and imposing 
restrictions on usage of natural resources. There is a Khanty poem – 
give me some birds, I will not take away anything more but one wing... 
this means realizing the beauty of nature, the value of mutual aid. 
Mutual aid is a highly important theory, developed by a Russian 
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anarchist Pyotr Kropotkin, who in Russia is not recognized as an 
anarchist anymore. In fact, he developed the theory while serving 
as an assistant to the general governor of the Irkutsk Oblast’. He 
was a person familiar with cultures of Buryat, Yakut and other 
indigenous peoples of Siberia. In a way, his approach does not 
comply with Darwin’s views. 

Moreover, I would like to emphasize the importance of the virtue 
of bravery, since it is impossible to save the nature if you are not 
fearless. Also, the value of generosity – here generosity of nature 
should be combined with human generosity towards the nature. 
Therefore, we need to formulate a new ecological credo. We have 
a variety of different credos. However, a new ecological credo, in 
view of the new challenges of the climate change, has not been 
formulated. It comprises a set of values that are not based on some 
humanitarian considerations but rather influenced by the destroyed 
natural environment. The inhabitants of the damaged areas realize 
very clearly now which ecological fundamentals they have violated.

For instance, Daria Ivanovna – a Yakut doctor of biological scienc-
es – states: I attended the Department of Forestry at the Tomsk 
State University, where we were learning how to harness the na-
ture, cut down forests, prepare arable land. It was our objective 
to develop a lot of acres of the arable land in order to bring a very 
good harvest. Today, she tells us how to re-cultivate those damaged 
lands, prepare the bio-humus, how to plant shrubs to heal the in-
juries caused by her previous professional activity. The awareness 
appeared only when we had already damaged our lands, within the 
framework of the credo of that time – about the aim of harnessing 
the land. Whereas today, we formulate it in terms of helping the 
Earth. 
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Above all, there is the value of the primacy of nature and a rea-
sonable, creative care of it. Creative, indeed, as we need to access 
the wisdom of nature, consider what it needs, rather than what we 
need. We have to understand the needs of nature and take care of 
its essence, uniqueness and beauty of life on Earth, of well-being 
and safety of all living creatures, including humans. If you look at 
the Russian law on emergency situations and safety, you will not see 
any care about all the living creatures there; the legislation focuses 
on safety of citizens and the ways in which it should be provided. 
It means that the ecological credo is not included in our legislation. 

Another idea is to protect the Earth jointly, in cooperation. In 
our local communities, we cannot solve this problem by revoking 
international resolutions. As early as in 1982, the UN General 
Assembly approved the World Charter for Nature. Its provisions 
and developments were very good; however, it was lacking the 
mechanisms of its execution. The main reason for that was the fact 
that the land was located – and obviously it still is – within the 
borders of different countries and regions and therefore a question 
arose concerning the limits, openness and transparency of those 
borders. In other words, the Charter is still not implemented in 
a satisfactory way, it remains just a stimulus, a recommendation 
worked out from above.

At the same time, a stimulus from below might be driven by an 
aim for a better future of a village community; and the awareness 
of this future is beginning to grow. What are we supposed to do? 
Is it necessary to live on the damaged land? How to prevent it? 
What kind of better future can we plan in specific locations? What 
should we do in order to achieve this?
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First of all, the thing goes about considering biological and cultural 
diversity. As you know, there are two different UN documents: 
one on biological and another on cultural diversity. The Con-
vention on Biological Diversity was signed by Russia, unlike the 
UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the 
Diversity of Cultural Expressions. Thus, the two issues are seen 
as separate whereas we need to perceive them as a whole. In fact, 
their combination is a prerequisite of safety and well-being of all 
the living creatures on this planet.

At this point we need to emphasize one aspect which might be dif-
ficult to integrate – namely, the interconnection between the local 
communities and international corporations. Local communities 
may alarm about the harmful activities affecting them, whereas the 
corporations do not wat to receive this message at all. This is due to 
the fact that social responsibility of the business might occur only 
if the business is willing to develop it – if it does it on voluntary 
grounds. That is why in Yakutia we adopted a law on ethnological 
examinations; the only law of this type in Russia, still ineffective, 
though. I am a member of the experts’ committee. I must admit 
that it is painfully shameful to realize how limited the possibilities 
are of protecting the original land and local communities against 
the outrageous actions of the subsoil users. The License on ex-
ploiting underground resources does not stipulate any conditions 
concerning humanitarian responsibility and land protection, not 
only environment protection. 

For instance, last year an accident took place in the Mirninsky Dis-
trict. It was caused by a damaged dam – a reservoir of a diamond 
mine. As a consequence, contaminated water flowed into the rivers 
of Vilyuy, Markha, and after that into the Lena and further the 
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Arctic Ocean. So the damage was huge, even though it was caused 
by the problem with a two-kilometers-long segment of the dam. 
What is more, it is difficult to prove and estimate the size of the 
damage: how the value of blackberry harvest will change, what 
will be the impact to the fish, etc. It looks like a pure torment, 
however, you have to asses such costs if you want to make a legal 
claim. In general, we cannot notice any reinforcement of bonds 
between local communities and industries – and if the bonds 
do not exist, the problem also remains unsolved. Therefore, it is 
necessary to solve the problems not only in the legal dimension 
but also to formulate an ecological ethics. In case of Buddhists, 
such ethics it is well worked out and their habitat still remains in 
a quite good condition. At the same time, though, for the recent 
events, there were terrible floods just yesterday in the Irkutsk region 
caused apparently not exclusively by heavy rains – we can speculate 
that in this case also anthropogenic and technogenic factors like 
dysfunctional dams were involved.

Now, let us consider the ecological ethics – what are the main 
possible postulates? First of all, ecological justice should be men-
tioned. To whom this justice should pertain? Traditionally, when 
we answer this question, we bear in mind human communities. 
Nevertheless, the justice should spread over the environment as 
an active subject. Perceiving the natural environment as an active 
subject serves as the basis of our ecological ethics. So far, the scope 
of justice has been extended and applied to dogs – we can speak 
about animal rights but the rights of trees or rivers are still un-
thinkable. In other words, our consciousness is so anthropocentric 
that our ethics does not include the natural environment in any 
way. At the same time, the ecocentric approach of the indigenous 
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peoples – as I have mentioned – takes it for granted. When I was 
talking about it with the indigenous people of the Churapchinsky 
District, they thought I was telling them common truths. How- 
ever, these common truths have never been formulated in a written 
form, they are not formalized in this sense. 

The next thing is to acknowledge the value of nature and wildlife as 
an independent value, value in itself, not as anything else postulated 
by somebody – it is very important. Ecological well-being of people 
and nature is of key meaning. We focus only on our well-being and 
express it in financial terms. We have managed to develop human 
rights, the rights of indigenous peoples or national minorities. 
These rights are of the same character, the right for life should also 
apply to other representatives of the natural world. Such rights do 
not exist, however, since living creatures other than humans are 
not perceived as subjects. Who should represent their interests?

The next issue is the principle of exchange. Here it is not meant 
in the way economists see it. Even philosophers do not formulate 
similar ideas. I mean something different. There is a popular say-
ing that once seemed strange to me. It states that to prove that 
a person has a sensible life, he or she needs to have a child – OK, 
a child is born; to build a house – it is clear; how else could your 
species survive? However, there is one more condition: to plant 
a tree. But why should we plant a tree? We can survive perfectly 
well without planting any trees. Yet, I reflected on this popular 
saying and realized that there is ecological ethics behind it – the 
world you leave is greener than before you were born. For instance, 
you do not deteriorate the environment; or in case of some dam-
age done – you compensate for it. In this sense, we can speak of 
the principle of exchange. You have been given your life by the 
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nature and you should pay your debt – this is how the principle 
of exchange works. 

Another issue is a local place of living of a human being, which 
is a part of the ethical universe. The place where we live and our 
habitat have their spiritual values, demands and specific ties that 
are often neglected. Moreover, the ecological ethics comprises 
psychological awareness, ecological relations and activities – they 
jointly characterize the human functioning in this world. 

Let us consider what can affect the ecological justice – the notion 
that we have provisionally defined. What can cause the destruction 
of the self-organization developed between humanity and nature?

In fact, there are many causes; let us look at the most visible ones. 
First of all, we should mention ecological racism. Where are the 
most harmful plants located? Among the most popular locations 
there are developing countries, often the poorest ones. Just today, 
I have received a WhatsApp message with the warning for the 
inhabitants of the districts of Vilyuy region in Yakutia to avoid 
leaving their homes between July 5–7th, as launching a space rocket 
is planned at that time, which may cause falling down some of its 
elements, so consequently inhabitants may get injured. The route 
is planned with no possible corrections, despite the protests of the 
local inhabitants. A chance to resolve the problem is very low – the 
protests are not strong enough, with too few protesters. For me, it 
is an example of ecological racism.

Furthermore, there is also ecological terrorism – there are many 
kinds of it. Not so long ago, I visited Azerbaijan, where local in-
habitants showed me a dam which was destroyed by Armenians 
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to flood their land. It is one of the popular methods of ecological 
terrorism – I believe there are more sophisticated ones as well...

Obviously enough, there is a high number of ecological refugees. 
It seems to be a general trend leading to migrations globally. At 
the same time, the status of ecological refugees is not defined 
by Russian legislation. Today many people leave the area of the 
Vilyui due to the accident with the dam, the one I have told 
you about. They do so obviously not for their love for travelling. 
Since they are not granted the status of ecological refugees, they 
are not offered any compensation. Or take the houses from the 
Usun-Kyuyol village that I have shown you: they collapsed into 
mud because of ecological reasons and no compensation for their 
dwellers is provided. 

How can we resolve this problem then?

Let us start with the concept of “home” – the heart, the place we 
live in. Where we live is our heart. Interestingly, I have come across 
this notion on two occasions recently: on July 5th, the “Yakutia – 
the heart of the Arctic” forum is organized – the title was given 
not out of my inspiration, truly. In the second case, I heard the 
slogan “Poland – the heart of Europe”. Thus, the metaphor with 
a heart as the center, a core place, gets a new meaning, also with 
reference to a home as local habitat of people. 

In this context, ecosophy – as one of its main proponents Arne 
Næss claimed – is the wisdom of the Earth as the home of human-
ity; the Earth serves as a home. The second metaphor involves the 
nature as a teacher rather than an entity to be violated and robbed 
from the resources to meet the needs of humanity. 
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Well, of course we love the nature, we are crazy about it. Nonethe-
less, how should we treat our place of living? It is a fundamental 
question, and in fact, there is no good answer to it. In schools, 
the major of local history and geography [Rus. krayevedenie] is not 
offered any more; there are neither facultative classes nor students 
associations that would offer knowledge and pursue the topic... 
Our kids are all in their computers. Therefore, the feeling of one’s 
belonging to the region, not only to the society, is of great impor-
tance today. In principle, we tend to ask everybody where are you 
from. For instance, you are a student of the University of Warsaw, 
but your place of origin is of lesser importance. In fact, howev-
er, it is crucial, since it builds your solidarity with your space of 
living. The inhabitants of the Churapchinsky District are simply 
despaired. I published the info about Usun-Kyuyol via WhatsApp 
and the case caused a lot of discussion on who lives there, what 
happened to them, how about other villages located nearby, why 
only this village was shown, etc. In other words, the solidarity with 
one’s place of living is very important for the comprehension of 
one’s feeling of belonging and a spirit of the place, its original en-
ergy, a general comprehension of a person as a part of the whole...

We have an expression: “a Verkhoyan hare”; it lives in the Verkhoy-
an area and is extremely fat. Similarly, every person is shaped by 
a particular space of living. Today we tend to neglect this feature, 
we recognize only social roles and relations.

In addition, the concept of bioregionalism is developing and get-
ting a growing importance. Recently, I have been to the region 
of Vilyuy – the five districts flooded with contaminated water 
from the reservoir of the “Alrosa”, the diamond mine. The dis-
tricts focus on estimating the damage now, how to revive the area 
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and gain compensation from the “Alrosa” company. They started 
to compete with each other regarding to the damage done, who 
can have a better access to funding, etc. In my opinion, they act 
in an irresponsible way. In fact, the whole area – even though 
consisting of five different districts – constitutes one bioregion: 
with similar problems, worries and common future. The state of 
all of them deteriorate – the contamination hit everyone, there 
are shortages of potable water everywhere, with birds and animals 
being unaware of our administrative borders but suffering due to 
ecological disasters... That is why it is necessary to adopt a different 
way of thinking, not to focus only on administrative units, but to 
comprehend bioregional unities that include all of its inhabitants. 
Perhaps a notion of natural nations can be used here, not only 
social and ethnic ones. Natural nations share their care about their 
ecological region.

This is what artists seem to notice first. When back in the 1990, 
we were filled with pride of our diamond mine, an artist Timofey 
Stepanov presented a painting entitled “The Black Tears of Vi-
lyuy”.¹ It features an embryo in a placenta, surrounded by complete 
darkness. Well... such babies were born later on – with disabilities, 
deformations, just 30 years later... When the painting was creat-
ed, we did not like it, for us the artist’s vision was not intriguing 
at all. There was a similar reaction when a sculpture depicting 
the Vilyuy river holding a diamond was erected in the town of 
Verkhnevilyuysk.² It caused our outrage: we kept asking why the 

1 Timofey Stepanov, “Kharakh uuta. Chernye slezy Vilyuya” (1990). A photo of the 
painting is available at: http://www.sakhamuseum.ru/news/yubileynaya-vystav-
ka-art-miry-timofeya-stepanova. Accessed 9.12.2019. [Editor’s footnote]. 

2 The monument “The Mother Vilyuy” was designed by A. Prokopyev and 
E. Krylatov. Its picture is available at: https://kartarf.ru/dostoprimechatelnos-

http://www.sakhamuseum.ru/news/yubileynaya-vystavka-art-miry-timofeya-stepanova
http://www.sakhamuseum.ru/news/yubileynaya-vystavka-art-miry-timofeya-stepanova
https://kartarf.ru/dostoprimechatelnosti/214739-monument-matushka-vilyuy-avtory-agprokopev-enkrylatov-zhelez
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Vilyuy river, our sacred river is kneeling? It was a scandalous idea! 
But indeed, the river was forced to surrender... This artistic vision 
turned to be prophetic. 

I would like to draw your attention to the role of rivers in a biore-
gional self-organization. All our ups and downs are generally 
brought by the rivers. When back in 1966, our distinguished 
teacher Mikhail Alekseyev thanks to his efforts and commitment 
managed to open an experimental physical and mathematical class, 
he established it in his birth place – in the school on the bank of 
the Vilyuy river, ignoring everyone’s expectations to locate it in 
Yakutsk. He stuck to his idea and it was his explicit wish that the 
graduates from the school become the defenders of the Vilyuy river.

As we can see, geospatial education is important for our worldview. 
In case of Yakutia, a bioregion can be defined as a cultural space in 
which society is organized according to a basin-based principle. In 
general, the river-centered approach seems to be very prospective. 
I remember when we sang songs about the Vistula or the Danube 
rivers – how many nations do they unite. This perfectly illustrates 
the bioregional approach, identifying a bioregion as a cultural area 
of those rivers. If we look closer, in Yakutia, almost all the districts 
are named after the rivers. This river-centered approach is also 
reflected in the principle of forming settlements: rivers served as 
food reservoirs and main means of transportation. Indigenous pop-
ulation had a sacral relation towards the rivers. Unfortunately, all of 
that is now being irreversibly damaged by industrial development. 

ti/214739-monument-matushka-vilyuy-avtory-agprokopev-enkrylatov-zhelez. 
Accessed 9.12.2019. [Editor’s footnote]. 

https://kartarf.ru/dostoprimechatelnosti/214739-monument-matushka-vilyuy-avtory-agprokopev-enkrylatov-zhelez
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Another issue is the principle of organicism. As you know it well, 
this is an old philosophical idea. Nevertheless, it is gradually be-
coming an intellectual foundation of ecosophy. Today the organic 
unity of the world is interpreted in completely new connotations. 
First, what I mean here is the that biological and spiritual dimen-
sions are intertwined. Second, biological, natural and geographic 
factors cannot be ignored or underestimated anymore: it is our 
responsibility to overcome the dichotomy that stems from the 
anthropocentrism of the Renaissance, the dichotomy between 
culture and nature. 

Therefore launching at your Faculty the new “Nature-Culture” 
PhD program constitutes – in my opinion – a spectacular stimulus 
for the development of a new ecosophical approach towards the 
existence of humankind on the Earth. I think, such an approach 
has to be based exclusively on the principles of organicism. What 
is a possible heuristic potential of organicism? Most importantly, it 
involves a scientific potential, a total shift in our awareness, which 
I have tried to elucidate in my speech. We need to perceive the 
“Nature-Culture” Program from a different perspective: not in the 
way it is featured in the picture with the fist. What we need to see is 
the intellectual and spiritual potential of the ecocentric worldview. 

This new approach is about functional links between a variety of 
natural and ontological structures of consciousness. Let me intro-
duce the notion of “myth” in this place. We have just discussed 
some metaphors. What emerges first are some images. Next, on 
the basis of such geo-cultural images we develop our relationship 
to the world around, to both social and natural environment. If 
you declare Poland the heart of Europe today – this idea may be 
used to support certain local ideological objectives. Moreover, we 
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can add to this image other myths and metaphors, much more 
robust. Therefore, the combination of the three elements – the 
image of the heart of Europe, then its meaning... What meaning 
do we have here? For now, only sport-related associations appear, 
that of a fight or competition. However, we can also perceive this 
metaphor as offering a range of different meanings, perhaps being 
of great importance to all the humankind. Finally, we can derive 
a value from it, namely, the value of ecosophy. 

That is why we shall begin with creating a myth, which in turn 
develops its metaphors and images. Next, we fill them with our 
meanings and values. Consequently, a person turns to search for 
solutions to problems that today leave us helpless. We face a variety 
of problems everywhere; in Germany the temperature is as high 
as 45°C, in Russia – or at least in Kazan – the temperature is just 
13°C and you need to wear warm clothes. Well, in each place peo-
ple have their problems, but in the Arctic they are really serious, 
since we can see there a combination of ice, melting permafrost 
and intense coldness. By intense coldness I mean very cold air, 
with the temperature of ‒ 72°C theoretically, and practically – of 
‒ 68°C. The thickness of the permafrost in the Vilyuy region is 
1500 meters. However, all these factors are not studied compre-
hensively. The researchers from the Melnikov Permafrost Institute 
in Yakutsk focus only on the soil. The temperature of air is not 
analyzed, and consequently the impact of coldness is unknown. 
Future temperature patterns are not forecast and there are neither 
economic estimations of costs nor philosophical interpretations of 
this situation. It seems that coldness is an unknown natural factor. 
Occasionally it leaves us or plays a strange game with us – anyway, 
we still do not know how to react. 
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Most interesting is that in the Arctic, we do not have any illusions 
about an alleged human independency from the environment. As 
I have demonstrated before – you lose the ground under your feet, 
whether you wish it or not. Irrespective of any methodological 
concepts, the extreme conditions in the Arctic prevent any ideo-
logical, state-based or global solutions of any kind. Consequently, 
our approach should consider life shaping patterns in the Arctic; 
they helped indigenous peoples to survive despite extremely severe 
coldness. That is why we put forward the theory of the Arctic 
circumpolar civilization, assuming that the spiritual and natural 
value of cultures of the peoples of the Arctic should inspire and 
enrich humanity here and now. The relationship with the nature 
developed in the natural conditions that covered everything – glo- 
bal warming and cooling, variety of natural calamities, abnormal 
coldness, snowfalls and frosts – may constitute today a model 
which can be studied, extended and applied in other regions. This 
is due to the fact that the fundamentals of ecosophy of the peoples 
of the Arctic are formed and moved forward by the awareness of 
powerful earthly processes, producing a variety of co-evolutional 
paths. It is these paths that should be our inspiration today. 

Most importantly, they involve the attitude towards the Earth as 
a living organism and it is up to us to incorporate this attitude 
into the ecological ethics. Earth is a being and this fact should 
be expressed by various symbols, other than a fist. The ecological 
movement – I have told you about – does a right thing. It uses, 
however, a wrong symbolic. What we need is a spiritual relationship 
towards the Earth and homeland. The notion of homeland seems 
to be fading away from our mindset and this is not correct. We 
respect cosmopolitans, but being a cosmopolitan implies in this 
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case not feeling responsible for the Earth. Next, we will need to 
acknowledge a human’s biochemical dependence on their habitat. 

Not so long ago, the Yhyakh³ of Europe took place in Riga. All 
the Yakut people living abroad gathered in Riga. I sent some fried 
crucians to my daughter’s friend. She wrote back to me – and she 
was an organizer of that important event – that after the celebra-
tions she came back home completely exhausted. Suddenly, she 
remembered she had those fried crucians and – as she claimed – she 
ate one of them and immediately perked up, feeling enthusiastic 
about new tasks. The boost of power was so great that she promised 
herself to keep the remaining crucians until the New Year. This 
anecdote illustrates the nature of a human’s biochemical bonds. 

Well yes, let us recognize the spiritual bonds among people who 
were born and lived in the same region for a long time. In the 
North, we have an expression of “a northern attraction”. This 
spiritual unity of fellow countrymen is a very important phenom-
enon – it forms a community and preserves relations with home-
land and specific features of the region. You need also to indicate 
special places of sacral importance and cultural events that carry 
their energetic value and develop people’s respect for the land. It 
is quite easy to distinguish local people from the newcomers. If 
a particular community has its sacral places, it is a local community; 
if not – they are newcomers who are tied to the land only purely 
economically. For instance, the Karabakh which used to be a part 
of Azerbaijan and was annexed by the Armenian people. There are 
many efforts being made now to change all the toponymics into 

3 The Ykhyakh is a Yakut New Year holiday celebrated between the 10th and 25th of 
June. It is connected to pastoral traditions and fertility cults [Editor’s footnote].
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the Armenian language with the aim of adopting the territory to 
the Armenian mythological culture. 

All the area of Yakutia is covered with permafrost; the permafrost 
makes up to 60% of the territory of Russia. The melting process 
poses a real threat of a natural disaster of unprecedented nature 
and scale. We managed to form a team and set off to do some 
field studies, to visually verify the situation, as well as to get some 
feedback from both the experts studying the issues in question and 
the local people. In many places, we could see a similar picture: 
disappearing homes, no horses; at first, local dwellers were sur-
prised about our visit. However, when they realized that someone 
finally heard their voice and cared about them, they started to tell 
us about those issues. 

These days, we drafted a resolution in cooperation with the Arctic 
Center of the University of Lapland. Many enthusiasts joined this 
project. We agreed that the present situation must be addressed. 
The melting down of the permafrost is a new emerging natural 
disaster that leads not only to a technogenic calamity, which can 
already be observed in some places, but it also affects a human’s 
mental well-being. We need a holistic approach – today each in-
stitute is acting individually and their voice is not heard. Similarly, 
the involvement of the civic society and ecological volunteering 
are indispensable. There are several ways to at least slow down the 
processes. Being respectful and taking care of the Earth is a fun-
damental issue. 

Therefore, we need to demonstrate our care about the ecology. In 
order to do it, it is necessary to develop creative artistic thinking. 
I have talked about the need for new myths and metaphors: artistic 
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means are necessary to coin them. The first steps proved to be suc-
cessful. The Yakut movies “The Lord Eagle” and “The Sun Above 
Me Never Sets” were awarded many prizes as they represented the 
voice of the indigenous people who are preoccupied with ecosophic 
values and issues related to preserving natural sustainability. I am 
always proud to show the picture of the filmmaking team – the 
authors of “The Lord Eagle”. I strongly insisted on granting the 
authors the A. E. Kulakovsky State Prize of the Sakha (Yakutia) Re-
public to appreciate the value of the film for our culture. I wanted 
it to mark a shift towards ecosophy. Our visual arts vividly stress 
the importance of ecologism. When my idea of awarding the team 
was approved, I received an invitation from them for a cup of tea.

In conclusion, the ecosophic credo affirms the value of the nature’s 
primacy, reasonable creative environmental conservation, the good 
and the beauty of a human life, as well as well-being and safety of 
all living creatures. In this way, we think together with the whole 
living world. These newly born chicks [on the slide] express their 
thanks for your attention. 



Jan Kieniewicz with members of the 
“Searching for Identity” PhD Program

Photo. Robert Przybysz
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Looking for a new  
civilizational paradigm

Let me make a short comment – a short one, for certain reasons, 
also due to time scarcity; but just in place, not only for the reasons 
of courtesy. What plainly emerges in our guest’s presentation is 
the factor of threat – a threat perceived as a stimulus that forces 
people, individuals and communities, to face a completely new 
problem. This truth has been known to researchers-ecologists for 
several decades already and can be clearly formulated: it is the 
nature that strikes the last hit. A pond gets overgrown with plants 
over the last 24 hours and ultimately the ecosystem dies. To present 
the moment when the environment poses a real threat to human 
lives is vital. Suddenly, people realize that it is not only about the 
animals’ well-being, our individual nutritive patterns, ideological 
or religious convictions. It is about facing a real threat of losing the 
habitat they know. As a consequence, people are also threatened 
with extinction in this habitat. The Arctic may serve as a spectacular 
and, more importantly, a universal example in this respect. The 
methane released gradually from beneath the melting permafrost 
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poses a threat to any form of life globally. What we have heard 
causes fear in us. And this fear should accompany us when we 
reflect on the state of our environment. Perhaps it will bring us 
closer to reaching mutual agreement? 

Today our seminar – which concludes a certain academic and ed-
ucational project – moves slowly, yet not blindly, towards finding 
a paradigm that would enable a mutual understanding among 
different people. It is not about making fun of those who state: 
“let’s escape in the silicon space, who cares about the world?”, 
or put forward other fantasies. We appreciate all the fears and 
attempts to find the right way. Who is supposed to initiate a new 
way of thinking? Regrettably, we cannot expect it from politicians, 
who – by nature – are not able to make long-term plans. Politics 
cares about immediate problems, politicians in their plans do not 
focus on their functioning in a longue durée. Also, they are not 
familiar with the traditional proverb: “mend a hole when it is 
small”. Moreover, politicians do not listen to recommendations, 
it is just their nature. We have created them and it is also our role 
to do away with them. Spiritual leaders, even those regarded as an 
inspiration in contemporary times, do not listen, either. It sounds 
familiar: “you listen but you do not act” – such an attitude was 
already discussed two thousand years ago (Mt 13, 10). ”But blessed 
are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear” 
(Mt 13, 16). Well, it seems we have lost our sight and hearing! 
I will not analyze the reasons for this; however, I believe that only 
a real horror can make us awake. Looking for this paradigm is our 
response, preventing panic when we feel threatened.

What does it mean for us? Not that we should develop new utopian 
fantasies. As I have always claimed – each ideology is contradictory 
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to searching for solutions. I am afraid that our approach to my-
thology and religion is also affected by the factor, which I would 
define as ideological radicalism. It is problematic to develop a new 
paradigm allowing for reaching agreement among the people who 
understand the threat and realize that life is threatened globally. It 
is not a consolation for us that dinosaurs were ultimately extinct, 
so perhaps 100 million years after our era a new life will occur on 
this earth. This approach is not in line with our human way of 
thinking. Also, it is not about feeling guilty or blaming others, or 
highlighting the drawbacks of advanced capitalism. We are not ex-
pected to create a new utopia, a brave new world. The mankind has 
already come up with such ideas. However, now we face a disaster 
of unprecedented scale. The biblical flood serves as the metaphor 
of this threat. Can we learn any lessons from it? Well, a man took 
animals and plants to the Ark. It is the Ark which serves as the 
metaphor of the human’s covenant with life. 

If I take the floor today, once again talking about our respon-
sibility, it is not my intention to demonstrate that intellectuals 
or academics constitute a kind of superior group of people, au-
thorized to instruct others. However, if we feel we are somehow 
responsible – due to our life path selected – the nature of our 
responsibility should not only be limited to showing a mirror 
that reveals the truth. We are also supposed to provide certain 
proposals to our societies. Obviously, these proposals should not 
be focused on more intense exploitation of the planet. Therefore, 
I regard today’s presentation as extremely important and useful. 
It introduces the theme of ecophilosophy. It also comprises the 
issues that we have been focusing on for a few years recently, i.e. 
the essence of civilization. The proposed approach indicates that 
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we should not focus on technology and that we have utilized the 
Internet in a barbarian way. We realize that we got trapped – like 
Faust – attracted by the vision of progress. And this vision brings 
us back to the Book of Genesis. “You will be like God” (Genesis 
3, 5) – nothing new. Humanity from its beginning has been facing 
this problem and searching for a solution for people. A solution 
has not been found yet.

The new paradigm, to my view, should combine the understanding 
of civilization, openness to a human need for identity and a formu-
la that would allow to overcome barriers built between humans. 
I believe, in our reality, such a formula might be inspired by the 
theory of encounters of civilizations, which I promote. I mean 
here the dimension of an encounter, which even though does 
not claim to be an ideal formula for a dialogue (so desirable and 
realistic between individuals) but at least overcomes divisions that 
result from people’s underlying interests. Humans as individuals 
and communities will not abandon their weaknesses and charac-
teristics. We need to take this into consideration. The situation, 
though, is getting... well, is already disastrous. We are well aware 
that the occurring changes are irreversible; the only realistic action 
globally within the next 15 to 20 years is only to mitigate the effects 
of ecological degradation. These effects are not insignificant, like 
the heatwave we suffer from in Warsaw now. We expect a complete 
change of the gas composition in the atmosphere of the Earth. The 
air will become unbreathable and this will bring the end to us and 
our beloved animals. 

Loving nature is not enough. Changing our lifestyle and becoming 
more eco-friendly as individuals will not help at all. Let us face 
it – we do harm to ourselves. On the contrary, even the attempts 
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to find the Ark will be painful. Expressing again my gratitude to 
Ulyana Alekseyevna for her moving but very precise presentation 
of our reality, I would like to emphasize the role of cooperation. It 
is the only chance for us. In our case, I mean academic cooperation 
between the people wishing to understand something. It is their 
role to offer this new language, to promote the new paradigm. We 
should not expect any religious or political leaders to do it. Only 
the people who face a deadly threat are capable of demonstrating 
the strengths and abilities needed; and above all – the crucial fea-
ture of generosity, i.e. overcoming one’s limitations. We should 
strive for attaining it. I would like to encourage you to do it during 
this symposium. Thank you for your attention, I close our discus-
sion. Once again, thank you, Ulyana Alekseyevna for your lecture 
and for your long-lasting cooperation with us.
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Born 1947, Yakut academician, social activist and spiritual leader. She grad-
uated from the Leningrad State University in 1971. She received the degrees 
of Doctor (Candidate) in Psychology in 1985 and Doctor of Science (Doc-
tor) in Sociology in 1995. Between 1991 and 1998, she was the Head of the  
Ethnopsychology and Philosophy Department and the Deputy Director 
of the Institute for Research of Indigenous Peoples (Siberian Branch of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences). In 1998–2003, she served as the Deputy of 
the State Assembly of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia). Currently, she works 
as the Director of the Center of Circumpolar Civilization and a Professor of 
the Arctic State Institute of Culture and Arts in Yakutsk, Russia. 

She has been actively involved in social projects in the Russian Arctic, includ-
ing revitalization of indigenous languages and ways of living, preservation of 
sacred places, and ecological initiatives. Her bibliography covers more than 
400 publications, including 26 monographs.
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Born 1938, Polish historian, Full Professor at the University of Warsaw. He 
graduated in History in 1960. In 1966, he obtained a doctoral degree under 
the supervision of Marian Małowist at the Institute of History, University 
of Warsaw. It was also at that institution that he received his postdoctoral 
degree (habilitation) in Modern History in 1974. In 1964, he completed 
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he supervised the international doctoral program “Searching for Identity: 
Global Challenges, Local Traditions”. 

His research interests have included history of India and pre-colonial expan-
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