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At the beginning of the 1960s, NASA plans the first mission to Mars. The biochemist James 
Lovelock is tasked with developing instruments to analyse extraterrestrial atmospheres. With 
the question “What makes life possible?”, the exceptional scientist turns his gaze from Mars 
back to Earth and comes to a completely new perspective on its macrobiological processes. 
At the same time, the microbiologist Lynn Margulis is investigating the origin of cells. She 
discovers that they once developed through the symbiosis of completely independent 
organisms. The micro-cosmos and the world viewed from space suddenly appear to both like 
a symbiotical complex in which it is not the individual parts, but their interactions and fusions 
that constitute “life”. 

In the same decade in which, for the first time, humanity sees a photo of our blue planet from 
the perspective of the moon, Lovelock and Margulis will publish the Gaia hypothesis. The 
Earth’s long-term micro- and macro-biological processes, their actions and reactions, can be 
explained in only one way: one must grasp the surface of the Earth, with its interactions among 
water, stones, plants, animals, and above all bacteria, as a living super organism – Gaia. Similar 
to how billions of microbes regulate health in the human body, a constant dynamic of balance 
(homoedynamic) can be observed on the planet.

Margulis later develops the idea of evolution through symbiogenesis further, thereby 
launching a radical shift in perspective on evolution and an attack on the idea, interwoven 
throughout many areas of our society, of Neodarwinism. As is well known, the rise of Darwinism 
is closely connected with industrialisation and our economic system’s idea of competition. 
Neodarwinists then go one step further, interpreting the “survival of the fittest” as the “survival 
of the strongest and most ruthless” and postulating this as Juris Natural, natural law. In 
contrast, Margulis proves that most of evolution is based on cooperation. Nature does not 
follow a deadly, deterministic law, but, in its decisive developmental processes, is a constant 
game of convergences and symbioses. Human beings and their culture do not stand above this 
game, but are always parts of it.

Initially, biologists and geologists smirked at the Gaia hypothesis or perceived it as a 
fascinating fantasy, but it found little resonance in the scientific realm (similarly to how the 
external view of the blue planet spontaneously engendered a new ecological empathy, but took 
a long time to gain political weight). The idea of Gaia and symbiogenesis only gradually enter 
consciousness in the course of the debates on the consequences of the alienation between 
humanity and nature.
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In 1986, the anthropological shock of Chernobyl reveals the connectivity of things and the 
effects that humans can have on nature without being able to control them.

At the same time, a dynamic of globalisation develops in which travel, production, transport, 
and the circulation of money tie the world together, but also intentionally and unintentionally 
destroy diversities and create mono-cultures. With the fall of the Iron Curtain, this 
development intensifies, the Western world’s philosophies of competition believe they have 
triumphed, and humanity feels itself the master of natural processes and postulates “the end 
of history”. But simultaneously, the Internet grows as a symbiotic network, whose structure 
resembles an organic mesh of roots more than a classic channel of communication.

Under the sign of these developments, the term Anthropocene arises to designate our geo-
chronological epoch: in the decade of the 2000s, humanity realises that it has itself become a 
force of nature.

In the last decade, however, this view of the world has shifted radically once again. Fifty years 
after Lovelock’s hypothesis, Gaia is raising its voice with the extinction of species, climate 
refugees, and dwindling resources. Humanity is not alone. The events teach us that we must 
develop a new, symbiotic interaction with the planet if we do not want it to spit our species out. 
(Lovelock already prophesied “Gaia’s revenge” in 2006.) Then, with Covid-19, a virus penetrates 
our everyday life and reveals the fragility of our simplified and standardised monoculture. 
At the same time, practical experience accelerates an awareness: medical processes are 
connected with social processes, natural processes shape our culture, and our culture has 
repercussions on nature; humanity is a component between macro- and microbiological 
processes. The outbreak of Covid-19 must be understood as a biological-cultural wave 
that displays the connection between the (artificially separated and thus fragile) systems 
and their actors.

An art of action must be the answer to these developments. When humanity realises that it 
powerfully influences the processes of our planet, it must ask today how its actions find a 
dynamic balance with environmental processes. In a sensitive, symbiotic convergence with 
our forgotten environment, with the ground we stand upon, we must grasp this anew. Following 
the old alchemistic formulation of “reading in the book of nature”, this would mean to decipher 
anew the laws of nature as an aesthetic trace. 

Our culture cannot exist independently of the processes of nature. And in this case, culture 
encompasses everything: culture is what we build and breed, how we design our cities and 
employ our medicine, how we organise our living together, and how we protect ourselves from 
dangers in the environment. In the 21st century, Lovelock writes: “Evolution is a tightly coupled 
dance, with life and the material environment as partners. From the dance emerges the entity 
Gaia.” In this sense, our culture, too, must learn anew to dance symbiotically with Gaia. Culture 
thereby becomes an ethical question, an ethics that does not abstract as if chiselled in stone. 
This ethics results from a constant cultural act between interpretation and creation.
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Published on the 10th of September 2020 

by Therme Art alongside the Talk Series 

“From Breaking Bauhaus to Growing Gaia” 

at Messe in St. Agnes, Berlin.

Fifty years ago, the Gaia idea appeared as a hypothesis. Today it is time to implement it. 
 
How can we design multifunctional sites that sharpen our awareness of nature and a 
connected view of the world?

How can we create immersive spaces between nature and culture that we open for 
complex systems in which we experience immersion?

How can we create materials and technologies that do not dominate natural processes, 
but integrate them?

Which technologies enable us to expand our perspective to include micro- and 
macrobiological processes?

How can we conceive cities in which the buildings and sites do not stand as individual 
entities in competition with each other?

Can we conceive of cities as organisms that are bound up in the overall organism of 
the Earth?

How can we develop a form of agriculture in which diversities flourish and local 
differences are cultivated once again?

How can we liberate our systems of knowledge and their applied practices from 
their separateness?

In recent years in the arts and through interdisciplinary thinkers in other fields, approaches 
have been developed to answer these questions. It is time that we connect these answers 
with each other and that we give political power to a holistic style of action. To this end, our 
consciousness must learn to regard itself, not as the building contractor of the world, but as a 
co-designing part of its fabric. 

If we believe that we need to connect to the complex system of nature to create a new balance, 
then we cannot build anymore – we must learn to grow!


