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WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM TREES?: RELYING ON AND NURTURING OUR 
NETWORKS AS WE RETURN TO CAMPUS
Ecosystems are so similar to human 
societies—they’re built on relation-
ships.… Our success in coevolution—
our success as a productive society—
is only as good as the strength of 
these bonds with other individuals 
and species. Out of the resulting 
adaptation and evolution emerge 
behaviors that help us survive, grow, 
thrive. (Simard, 2021, p. 189)

I recently heard a radio interview with 
Suzanne Simard, professor of forest ecol-
ogy at the University of British Columbia 
and author of a newly published memoir 
titled Finding the Mother Tree: Discovering 
the Wisdom of the Forest, which inspired 
this column. As I listened to the inter-
view and later read the book, I couldn’t 
help but wonder how Simard’s findings 
about trees—how they communicate and 
collaborate as a means of survival and 
care for the ecosystem of which they are a 
part—might serve as a useful prompt for 
higher educators as we potentially return 
to campus. 

What might trees teach us about how we 
could approach campus reentry as an 
opportunity to intervene in academic cul-
ture by reconstituting our capacities to 
grow and thrive in relation to the systems 
of which we are a part?

The opening quote comes from Simard’s 
(2021) book, in which she describes her 
journey of inquiry in the forest, beginning 
as a young child in a family of loggers 
and extending through her studies in 
academia. The book beautifully threads 
Simard’s personal and familial experienc-
es with the development of her inves-
tigation into the fungal networks that 
are located in the underground layers 
of the forest and that have implications 
for approaches to logging and forest 
regrowth. The forest ecosystems Simard 
describes in her book were under con-
stant threat due to the fact that logging 
was (and still is) largely implemented 
through clear-cutting. The philosophy of 

clear-cutting is driven by both econom-
ic gains and the idea that, in order for 
replanting to work, the land should be rid 
of any “competition” from previous trees 
or plants grown there. Yet what Simard 
found was that tree regrowth does not 
suffer from competition with established 
trees; in fact, the exact opposite is true—
newly planted trees need to connect to an 
established network of trees in order to 
survive.

Simard discovered that trees actually 
communicate and nurture one another 
through dense fungal networks that 
develop underground, creating pathways 
of communication and response among 
the trees in the ecosystem. Established 
trees, and especially mother trees—those 
that have survived hundreds of years of 
change—can detect if surrounding trees 
are in peril or if there are young trees just 
trying to get established and, through the 
fungal networks, can send them nutrients 
and signals to support their survival. 

In other words, while we might perceive 
trees as individual systems, merely 
planted or grown next to one another, 
they are actually connected through 
a complex network of fungi, a form of 
“fluid intelligence” that provides for the 
care and nourishment of all of the trees in 
the system. Thus, caring for the networks 
of relations between the trees is crucial to 
both survival and new growth.

As I heard the initial radio interview un-
fold, I could not help but sense a correla-
tion with how, especially in U.S. academic 
culture, we are pushed to conceive of 
our work as individual and competitive; 
academics simply work next to each other 
in a shared space—like trees planted on 
the same land. Yet in the midst of what 
is framed as individual is a meshwork 
of ecological, social, political, cultural, 
material, and discursive relations that 
connect us. How might we—like the 
trees—use these networks, with all of 
their positive and negative qualities, as a 

means of communication, collaboration, 
and care? What signals could we send, 
and what nourishment could we provide?

Recently, feminist scholars have called to 
slow down the fast-paced nature of aca-
demia with its focus on individual metrics 
and accountability (Mountz et al., 2015), 
and move toward a collective ethics of 
care that challenges neoliberal discourses 
by highlighting the fundamental interde-
pendency of life (Fisher & Tronto, 1991). 
This view of care as a “species activity” 
(Fisher & Tronto, 1991, p. 40) acknowl-
edges the inherent networks of relations 
that connect us across species—humans, 
trees, and beyond. Care, then, is not 
about what one individual can do for 
another, but is rather a collective respon-
sibility and necessity for “liv[ing] in [our 
world] as well as possible” (Fisher & 
Tronto, 1991, p. 40). 

What would it mean to live in the world 
(of academia) as well as possible? What 
can we learn from the trees? How might 
we nurture our networks, and commu-
nicate and collaborate to foster strength 
and resilience for all? 
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