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By focusing on the lives, skills, interactions, and boundaries of humans and nonhuman
beings, this research explores a new field in humanities. Jakob von Uexkiill, a German
biologist, has put forth the idea of Umwelt, which denotes the unique and entwined
relationship between a creature and its environment. This notion presents a novel
perspective by which to pluralize the ‘natural worlds’ of creatures, thus criticizing the
anthropocentric idea of a sole ‘world’. The notion of Umwelt has provoked broad
arguments in both the natural and the human sciences. The influence of Uexkiill’s work
can be found, for instance, in Viktor von Weizsécker’s influential book Der Gestaltkreis
and also in the work of Bin Kimura. Moreover, since the 1990s, we find an interesting
common trend in various fields of the humanities: studies of the environment are
flourishing in history; new approaches to human-nonhuman relations are developing in
anthropology; and inquiries into human-animal relations and ethology are evident in
philosophy. This development shows that the humanities have now broadened their
reach beyond anthropocentrism and have expounded new perspectives to explore the
lives and lived worlds of both human and nonhuman beings. This research project, based
on both philosophical arguments and concrete case studies, investigates the
comprehensive issues concerning life and Umwelten. The project deals with various
critical topics, such as agriculture, natural and man-made disasters, mining
developments, religious practices, illness and care, and scientific technology. Through a
thorough investigation of the lives of and interactions between human and nonhuman
beings, as well as of their unique Umwelten, this project seeks to understand the

‘worlding’ of human beings as a part of life on the planet.
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