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Abstract:  

 

Using an ecofeminist theoretical frame along with critical content analysis of visual images 

(Painter, Martin, and Unsworth, 2014), this article examines the environmental discourse of the 

picturebook, Heartbeat, written and illustrated by Evan Turk (2018).  In this picturebook, Turk 

uses the heartbeat, the history, and the song of a whale to draw the reader into a sense of cosmic 

interconnectivity with nature. This critical content analysis of Heartbeat seeks to extend the 

research on evaluating environmental children’s literature by taking a deeper look at the specific 

ways the images and text in Heartbeat provide a unique and much needed counter-narrative to 

the devaluation and domination of nature. 
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 Introduction 

       Greta Thunberg captured the attention of the world when she stood before the United Nations 

on September 23, 2019, and tearfully condemned the world’s leaders for not doing enough to 

address climate change. She passionately described the urgency of our environmental situation, 

stating, “Entire ecosystems are collapsing.  We are in the beginning of mass extinctions” (NPR 

Transcript, 2019).  These are words that many do not want to hear.  As Thunberg also pointed 

out, the majority of people in industrial societies view environmental degradation as 

inconsequential in comparison to economic gain.  

      Greta says she first learned about climate change when she was eight years old (Biography, 

2019), a testament to children’s ability to think deeply about their world and the impact that they 

can have on it.  One of the most influential ways children are introduced to new concepts and 

ideas is through stories. “Stories help them see where they are, how others live here, and how 

they themselves should live” (Wason-Ellam, 2010, p. 282).  Environmental children’s books 

have an opportunity to inspire young readers to change how they view the environment and their 

relationship to nature (Williams et al., 2012).  

     As an academic and educator, I am deeply interested in the use of children’s literature as a 

means of inviting dialogue around important societal and global topics and so was captivated by 

a picturebook that caught my attention much as Thunberg’s speech had done. The illustrations in 

this picturebook invited an inspirational challenge to connect with the environment on an 

intimate level. Heartbeat, written and illustrated by Evan Turk (2018), seemed to open up a 

discourse on the importance of human relationship with nature that I had not encountered in 

other texts.  In this picturebook, Turk uses the heartbeat, the history, and the song of a whale to 

draw the reader into a sense of cosmic interconnectivity that challenges anthropocentrism.   
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Children’s Books and Environmental Reasoning 

       In his study on children’s environmental reasoning, Kahn (2003) noted that children can take 

two very different stances in how they perceive their relationship to nature and the environment.  

The first common perspective is anthropocentric. In anthropocentric reasoning, concern for the 

environment centers on how the environment impacts human well-being.  Another perspective is 

biocentric. Biocentric reasoning recognizes nature’s intrinsic value.  He suggests that there are 

two pathways through which children develop biocentric reasoning.  One is by living in close 

proximity to nature, and the other is through moral discourse on the rights of nature.   

     Bruni, Chance, and Shultz (2012) did an empirical study with children utilizing the 

Environmental Motives Scale (EMS) to determine if this scale would accurately assess children’s 

concern for environmental issues.  In their study using this scale, they discovered that the “type 

of concern a child develops is based on the degree to which he or she perceives an 

interconnectedness between themselves, other people, and nature” (p. 14).  It would stand to 

reason that environmental children’s books can play a role in the development of biocentric 

reasoning and the awareness of the interconnectedness between human society and nature.   

      Two studies of award-winning picture books, one in 2012 by Williams, Podeschi, Palmer, 

Schwadel, and Meyler and another in 2017 by McGuire and Croce, revealed that the illustrations 

in Caldecott winning books have progressively given less attention to the environment and 

contain fewer images of nature. According to Williams et al. (2012), natural environments have 

all but disappeared and been replaced by built environments. McGuire and Croce (2017) 

similarly concluded that award-winning picturebooks are not fostering environmental 

understanding or socializing children to develop a relationship with nature.  
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     Echterling (2016) looked specifically at children’s books that introduced environmental 

topics. She found that many of these books tend to focus on the anthropocentric and emphasize 

individualized eco-friendly practices. “These books model a reductive environmentalism that 

reinforces neoliberal individualism and minimizes the role children can take as activists” (p. 

286).   She argues that the majority of children’s environmental texts do not address the systemic 

societal issues leading to environmental degradation or provide a biocentric perspective.  In a 

similar study, Muthukrishnan and Kelley (2017) examined the images in nonfiction children’s 

books around the topic of environmental sustainability.  Noting that images are more likely to 

make a lasting impression on young readers, they carefully critiqued the images in these texts.  

They found that these images provided very little awareness of the interdependence of the 

environment with society.  None of the images showed the impact of human activity on the 

natural world.  

      Bradford (2003) examined how children’s books about environmental degradation placed 

children as the subjects in impacting the environmental future. In critiquing environmental 

picturebooks, she provides a helpful distinction developed by Dryzek (1997) between reformist 

and radical environmental discourse. Reformist discourse treats environmental issues as 

manageable within the political sphere of industrialized societies, whereas radical discourse 

stresses the limitations of Earth’s natural resources and promotes transformation in political and 

economic structures.  In her analysis of several environmental picturebooks, she stresses the 

variance in ideologies and narrative strategies.  She identifies how environmental books can 

construct children either as active subjects who are capable of implementing change through 

empathy and interaction or fixed and static observers of environmental degradation.  

      While these analyses might lead educators to question the use of children’s books in 
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environmental education, several studies have shown that books that encourage dialogue around 

environmental issues can be impactful in the classroom. Wason-Ellam (2009) did an 

autoenthnographic study that documents how a third-grade class in an urban Canadian 

elementary school responded to reading books that fostered environmental understanding and an 

appreciation of place. Each of the picturebooks she used in this study was filled with illustrations 

of natural landscapes, providing a sense of place for the children. The overarching goal of this 

project was to "reimagine how classrooms could be centers of inquiry and critical thinking about 

place that expectantly could lead to a consciousness of and respect for environment" (p. 280).   

Monhardt and Monhardt (2000) also did a study in a classroom setting in which they introduced 

the book There’s an Owl in the Shower by Jean Craighead George (1995).  This study 

documented how students critically evaluated the issue of animal’s vs. people’s rights. Panos 

(2017) looked at the book, Flush by Carl Hiaasen (2005) through the framework of sacrifice 

zones.  Sacrifice zones refer to locations that have faced environmental devastation due to 

economic interests.  This study reflected on the need for more books that allow children to 

interrogate environmental issues and the possibility of activism.    

    It seems imperative that educators seek out books for children that provide opportunity for 

biocentric discourse and environmental activism. Gaard (2009) discusses the intersections of 

ecofeminism and ecopedagogy in children’s books.  Ecopedagogy seeks to develop basic 

environmental literacy and critiques the effects of industrial capitalism, colonialism, imperialism, 

and ruling-class culture. Gaard (2009) states that 

an ecofeminist perspective on children’s literature might look for ways that these 

narratives provide an antidote to the logic of domination. That is, if the logic of 

domination is rooted in alienation and the myth of a separate self, then undoing this logic 
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would require narratives of connection, community, and interdependence among humans, 

animals, and the natural world (p. 327). 

 Fawsett (2000) agrees with this perspective and feels that it is important to move away from 

separating the emotional and cognitive in our experience of connecting to and understanding 

nature. She calls for environmental stories that support ethical imagining in environmental 

learning.  Raglon (1994) also discusses how the poetic and imaginative in environmental 

children’s literature “link environmental thinking and action with a sense of joyfulness and hope 

and creative possibility rather than with fear and doom and a grim sense of responsibility” (p. 7).  

      Heartbeat is the type of environmental picturebook that draws the reader into the ethical 

imagining of a new and better relationship with the natural world. It places the reader as an 

active subject along with nature and encourages a biocentric discourse.  This study uses an 

ecofeminist theoretical frame along with the critical content analysis of visual images developed 

by Painter, Martin, and Unsworth (2014) to examine the environmental discourse conveyed in 

Turk’s picture book, Heartbeat.   

An Ecofeminist Examination of Heartbeat 

        When I encountered Heartbeat, I was researching the philosophical application of 

cosmopolitanism in classroom literacy practices.  Cosmopolitanism has been described as a 

hospitable imagination, an openness to others regardless of race, gender, or class (Derrida, 2001; 

Choo, 2013). Cosmopolitanism as a philosophy is an openness to those who are considered 

‘others’.   As I read Heartbeat, it seemed to be calling for a hospitable imagination that included 

an openness to learning from nature as the ‘other’.    

      Heartbeat is a difficult book to adequately describe in words.  It is a book that must be both 

visually and emotively experienced. Heartbeat begins with an intimate look into the underwater 
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life of a whale giving birth to her calf.  They are united both in heart and song. Their peaceful 

existence is dramatically changed when a harpoon pierces the depths of the ocean and violently 

strikes, killing the mother whale.  The young calf watches as the mother whale is hauled aboard 

the whaling ship.  Turk then takes the reader through nearly two hundred years of the industrial 

use of whales as products.  The story then returns to the ocean, and the young calf now a grown 

whale swimming near another ship.  The whale sings, and the song is heard by a young child 

aboard this ship, becoming a connection between the heart of the whale and the heart of the 

child. The connection of song and heart begins to spread from person to person aboard the ship.  

This unifying song eventually spreads around the globe and into the cosmos as a single cosmic 

heartbeat.  

      Evan Turk is the author and illustrator of Heartbeat.  Heartbeat is the second book Turk has 

both authored and illustrated. His other picturebooks include: The Storyteller (2016), You Are 

Home: An Ode to the National Parks (2019), and A Thousand Glass Flowers (2020), the story of 

one of the first female glass artisans, Maria Barovier (About Evan Turk). The books created by 

Turk are poetically written and strikingly illustrated, providing unique perspectives.  At first 

glance, the selection of a book written by a white male author may seem antithetical to an 

analysis based on ecofeminism.  However, what Turk has done in Heartbeat by highlighting the 

historical domination of nature, specifically whales, is in keeping with the ecofeminist tenets of 

“a desire to end oppression of any kind, and a willingness to analyze the logic of domination and 

its material and behavioural effects on human relationships and human interactions with the 

more-than-human world” (Harvester, 2010, p. 123).  

        Ecofeminism combines feminist theory and ecological activism. Francoise d’Eaubonne was 

the first to use the term ecofeminism calling for a feminist revolution for ecological survival.   
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Ecofeminism explores the issues of oppression and its interconnection to the domination of 

marginalized groups as well as nature (Warren, 2000).  Ecofeminism connects speciesism and 

anthropocentrism to the many forms of human oppression and sees these forms of oppression as 

mutually reinforcing (Howell, 1997).   

      The areas of emphasis within ecofeminism are as varied as the many philosophical 

perspectives within feminism (Warren & Wells-Howe, 1994).  Ecofeminism is concerned with 

complex and interconnecting issues of oppression involving not only gender but also race and 

class (Mallory, 2010; Plumwood, 1994; Gaard, 2015; MacGregor, 2017).  It is beyond the scope 

of this article to address the multiplicity of perspectives within ecofeminism.  In applying 

ecofeminist theory to the examination of an environmental picturebook, it seemed most 

advantageous to determine a set of tenets within ecofeminism that provided the necessary 

implications for analysis.  I selected tenets developed by Plumwood (1994), an ecofeminist 

theorist from Australia, for this critical content analysis.   

     Plumwood (1994) extends the concept of Eurocentric colonization to non-human nature.  The 

damaging effects of colonization, she contends, is why our relationship with nature is failing. 

Since nature is outside the human sphere, nature can be “othered” and treated as inferior, leading 

to “hyper-separation,” where the dominant identity (humanity) is in direct opposition to the 

subordinated identity (nature). Humans, in an anthropocentric perspective, are considered 

emphatically distanced from nature and animals. Nature is viewed as a lower-order with no 

continuity with humans. The ‘other’ is not seen as an individual but as a homogeneous group.    

        This homogeneous group is interchangeable and replaceable. “Nature is represented as 

inessential and massively denied as the unconsidered background to technological society” 

(Plumwood, 1994, p 57). Nature is only considered as possessing value when it serves the 
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human/colonizer by providing raw materials for human projects. “Ecological thinkers and green 

activists try to puncture the contemporary illusion of human disembeddedness and self-

enclosure, raising people’s consciousness of how much they depend upon nature, and of how 

anthropocentric culture’s denial of this dependency upon nature is expressed in local, regional or 

global problems” (p. 61).  

     Plumwood has put forth five features that characterize how the dualism separating humans 

from nature is maintained and calls this system of separation the Master Model.  The five 

features of the Master Model serve as the guiding tenets of my analysis and provide the 

framework for answering the question: What representations of relationships between nature and 

humans are present in Heartbeat? These tenets include: 

• Backgrounding: In order to dominate nature, humans make use of and benefit from 

Nature but deny the dependency created by this relationship. Humans deny the 

importance of nature’s contribution and see it as background to humanity’s foreground.  

• Radical Exclusion (hyper-separation): Because nature is not just seen as different but also 

inferior, this difference demands radical exclusion and hyper-separation.  This takes on 

the ideology of seeing humans as sacred, set apart, and nature as profane, common.  

• Incorporation (relational definition): Nature is defined as how it serves humanity.  The 

value of nature is determined by how it meets the needs of humans.  

• Instrumentalization (objectification): Nature is seen as an object to be used, not as moral 

kin having rights of its own.  

• Homogenization or stereotyping: Nature is grouped as being all the same and having no 

commonality to humans. 

community, and interdependence among humans, animals, and the natural world. (p. 327) 
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      The goal of this critical analysis of Heartbeat is to extend the research on evaluating 

environmental children’s literature.  Using the critical lens of ecofeminism, this analysis takes a 

deeper look at the specific ways the images and text in Evan Turk’s book Heartbeat provide a 

unique and much-needed counter-narrative to the devaluation and domination of nature. 

Methodology 

       Content analysis as a research methodology began in the field of communication studies and 

uses both qualitative and quantitative approaches (Short, 2019). There are many types of content 

analysis, but generally, each looks for patterns of language use in text and/or images and the 

implied thematic meanings within those patterns (Neuendorf, 2017). This is done through careful 

and systematic analysis in order to better understand how language works, just as physicists 

describe the physical world to better understand it (Gee, 2014).  

     This study employs the research methodology of critical content analysis. The word “critical” 

signals the use of research tools aimed at revealing social, political, and institutional wrongs and 

at the same time seeks possible solutions for these problems (Fairclough, 2013).  In critical 

content analysis, the researcher selects a particular theoretical lens that guides the research 

questions, the selection of texts, the data analysis, and the discussion of findings, and shows “the 

ways language and images are used to shape representations of others in relation to the intended 

audience” (Short, 2019, p. 6).  

     This critical content analysis is guided by the question: What representations of relationships 

between nature and humans are present in Heartbeat? The composition of images within this 

picturebook takes the reader on a visual and emotional journey. To analyze the images, I pulled 

extensively from the guide to image analysis developed by Painter, Martin, and Unsworth 

(2013). I started by examining each illustration focusing specifically on the interpersonal 
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meaning-making systems of focalization and ambience. Focalization refers to the point of view 

from which the reader “sees” the story.  Through the illustrations, the reader becomes the viewer 

and can be placed as an observer or as a fleeting participant in the story. Ambience refers to the 

emotional mood or atmosphere created by the colors used in an illustration.1   After looking at 

the visual aspects of interpersonal relations, I applied the tools of ideational meaning. Painter et 

al. (2013) point out that “another role for conceptual images in picture books is to guide the child 

in reading for significance” (p. 56), and so I examined several of the illustrations to identify 

symbolic attributes. Finally, I examined the composition of the visual space and textual meaning 

embedded in the illustrations.  As I analyzed the visual meaning elements, I applied the 

ecofeminist theoretical tenets of Plumwood’s Master Model (1994) to examine how the 

illustrations worked to deconstruct the dualistic divide between humans and nature.   

      I needed to physically manipulate the illustrations in order to fully apply the visual analysis 

tools of Painter et al. (2014). I purchased two copies of Heartbeat and then carefully unbound 

one copy.  This allowed me to examine each page individually and to categorize and code the 

illustrations. Once I was able to manipulate the images and place them side by side, I noticed the 

progression in variations of color choices throughout the development of the story leading me to 

divide the book into three sections that I termed “acts.”  I created a chart with the three identified 

acts listed at the top and then described each act according to story ideas, dominant colors, and 

dominant feelings evoked in me.   

    After dividing the book into three acts, I analyzed the individual images within each section 

using the visual analysis tools from Painter et al. (2014).  I started by categorizing and coding the 

 
1 Since I am coming from a Western perspective, I recognize that my interpretation of ambience 

in this analysis is based on my own cultural understandings. The meaning of colors used in this 

book may be viewed very differently from another cultural perspective. 
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image according to the interpersonal relations tools of focalization and ambience. After 

identifying the illustrations that were engaging the reader through interpersonal relations, I 

looked for ideational devices, examining each illustration for the symbolic attributes, textual 

meaning, and compositional framing.   

       I then took the coded illustrations and wrote out a description of each on a strip of paper.  I 

took these coded descriptions and utilized constant comparative analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967) to evaluate the coded data through the lens of the five Master Model tenets of ecofeminism 

developed by Plumwood (1994) and categorized the coded illustrations under one of the five 

tenets.   This revealed a very interesting progression that connected to the three acts that I had 

identified. The revealed findings are discussed below, categorized within each of the three acts.2 

 Findings 

Act 1: Radical Exclusion Deconstructed 

     According to Plumwood (1994), one of the ways that nature is separated from humanity and 

dominated is through radical exclusion or what she terms hyper-separation. In the Master Model, 

humanity views nature as radically different and thus inferior and profane.  The first section of 

Heartbeat counters this model by bringing the reader into an underwater world to experience the 

sacredness of the heartbeat and song of a whale and her newborn calf.  

       The opening page of Heartbeat is a double spread of a deep red circle that radiates out, 

gradually changing to a deep purple. On the left side of the spread, the word “heart” is written in 

 
2 This research approach requires a reader-response research stance.  I recognize that meaning is 

constructed while reading through the transactional experience between the text and the reader 

(Rosenblatt, 1938).  Depending on the stance and the experiences of the reader, multiple 

meanings could be derived from Heartbeat.  While I refer frequently in my findings to “the 

reader”, I am drawing from my own value system, cultural understandings, and experiences as I 

use the visual analysis tools of Painter, Martin, and Unsworth (2013) and the theoretical 

ecofeminist tenets of Plumwood (1984) to analyze the text and visual images of Heartbeat.   
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pink, followed by an ellipsis. On the right side of the spread, the word “beat” is written in pink, 

followed by an ellipsis. The intense colors of the dark red center radiating out to purple create a 

warm and vibrant feeling that actually simulates a beating heart. According to Painter et al. 

(2014), ambience refers to the emotional mood and atmosphere created through the use of color.  

The reader is drawn into the theme of the story as the words and colors immediately create a 

sacred connection to life through the color red, which can be seen as symbolic of blood, and the 

radiating flow of color creating the sensation of an actual heartbeat.  

      The next page in act one introduces the reader to the whale. The red heart from the first page 

is now seen within the body of the whale connecting the whale to the warmth, vibrancy, and 

sacredness of life. The surrounding color of the ocean is dark blue and black creating a sense of 

depth and mystery.  The whale is dark purple with the bright red heart visible within. The text 

reads, “one heart beats.” Even though the whale seems distant, the focalization remains on the 

heart.  The illustration pulls the reader into the scene as an attached observer. Each page in the 

first act is a double unbounded spread.  Unbounded refers to how the illustrations extend to the 

very edge of each page, creating an open invitation into the story world (Painter et al., 2014). 

The reader is brought directly into the underwater world of the whale, thus creating connection 

rather than exclusion.  

      The focalization remains on the mother whale as the reader begins to see within her the 

outline of another whale just below her red heart.  This developing baby whale is also colored 

red. The text reads, “two hearts beat.” There is a glow around the whale, almost like a halo, 

accentuating the sacredness of the whale and her calf. While the whale is not looking at the 

reader, there is a sense of an intimate encounter.  This affect is elevated as the page is turned and 

the newborn calf and mother whale are seen close up nose to nose (See Figure 1).  Each now has 
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a heartbeat depicted by the red glowing circle within their bodies. This scene creates an intense 

feeling of connection and intimacy.  

 
Figure 1: Mother whale and calf nose to nose (Turk, 2018). 

            

     Over the next three full spreads, the connection to the mother whale and her calf is heightened 

as the two join together in song.  The text reads, “two hearts, one song.” The dark ocean is 

illuminated by the bright red and yellow flowing swirls of the song that encircle the page 

encapsulating the whales and facilitating a perception of connection, delight, and unity.  The 

hearts, the newborn whale calf, and the song are all depicted in red. This color provides a clear 

connection to the vibrancy and sacredness of life throughout act one. Nature is depicted as 

intimately connected to the sacredness of life. 

Act Two: Backgrounding, Instrumentalization, and Incorporation:  The Whaling Industry 

      Act two brings a sudden collision of the whales’ world with the world of humans.  

The flowing peacefulness of act one changes to chaos. Act two confronts three of the tenets of 

the Master Model outlined by Plumwood (1994): backgrounding, instrumentalization, and 

incorporation.  Backgrounding denies the value and importance of nature and normalizes 
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domination by placing humans in the foreground and nature as the background. Incorporation is 

similar to backgrounding in that nature is defined by how it serves humanity. Instrumentalization 

sees nature as simply an object with no inherent rights. By mirroring these tenets, act two places 

the reader in a critical stance and challenges the sociohistorical industrial use of whales as a 

product.  

       Act two begins with the sudden appearance of a stark white arrow-shaped tip of a harpoon.  

The sudden lack of color dramatically indicates the presence of danger.  The warmth and 

vibrancy of colors in act one are replaced with the starkness of black and white.  As Painter et al. 

(2014) point out, the use of black and white is atypical in picturebooks and should cause the 

reader to consider the effect it has on the story.  The effect achieved here is fear and foreboding. 

As the reader turns to the next page, only black and white remain.  The harpoon tips crisscross 

the double spread; there is a sense of no escape. The sense of loss is increased with a very simple 

black double spread page with only the word “beat” repeated across the center of the page in 

small white letters. This complete lack of color “encourages the reader to scrutinize the ‘content’ 

of the image” (Painter et al., 2014, p. 43). Since the image is complete blackness, the realization 

of death is assumed.  

     The whale calf, which was red, is now seen as all white even the calf’s heart. In desperation, 

the whale calf finally finds the mother whale as she is being lifted up into the whaling ship. The 

ideational and symbolic heart of the whale calf is seen leaving the body of the calf and following 

the mother whale (see Figure 2).  The whale calf is left with a void where the heart once had 

been. As the reader identifies with the death and loss of the mother whale, the whale calf can no 

longer be viewed as background and having no inherent rights.  
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Figure 2: Calf heart following the mother whale  

(© 2018 by Evan Turk. Reprinted with permission of Simon & Schuster, Inc. all rights reserved). 

      Act two then turns to the nearly two-hundred-year history of the industrial use of whales. The 

young whale calf is seen throughout act two as having no color with an empty void where the 

warmth of the heart once beat. Starting with the use of whales for candles, the long history of the 

whaling industry is depicted.  As the reader pages through the illustrations of machinery, 

weaponry, explosives, and satellites, the colorless whale with a hole where the heart once beat 

weaves across the page.  This inclusion of the whale as a participant in this setting calls for the 

reader to consider the significance rather than the action of the whale. The illustrations make the 

invisible incorporated, backgrounded whale used in these products visible to the reader. This 

stark contrast of the whale against the images of industry creates a sense of disharmony and 

contradiction.  According to Painter et al. (2014), instances that break the rhythm of the story 

invite the reader to carefully consider the complication being introduced.  The living whale 

devoid of color with a hollowed center seems alienated and detached.     

      In Act two, the complex interactions between forms of oppression become apparent.   The 

illustrated presence of the whale amidst the historical chronology of their use in production and 

technology calls into account an analysis of the relationship of the whale to humans. This section 
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identifies the ways that nature has been backgrounded, incorporated, and seen as an object to be 

utilized in production without recognition of the human dependency created by this relationship.  

As Alaimo (2014) points out, the ocean continues to be viewed as the Earth’s last frontier and 

thus becomes an object of domination.  The nonhuman inhabitants of the ocean become 

backgrounded to the need for human expansion and control.  The industrial machinery is 

masculine and has, without recognition, ended the life of the “feminine,” the mother whale.  The 

whale calf is seen as a cog in the wheel of production.  These images bring to mind what Marx 

addressed in the exploitation of the working class, who are also backgrounded and incorporated 

into the capitalistic society. In his 1844 manuscripts, Marx highlights what has become known as 

the theory of alienation. In this theory, Marx points out that “humanity is alienated from the 

social processes of production” (Carver, 2018, p. 158). The combining of the human capitalistic 

industry with the whale seems to be making a sociohistorical commentary on how nature has 

been viewed in relationship to humanity’s capitalistic greed and blind exploitation. Here the 

whale is caught up in a “system of alienation” (Wood, 2004, p. 48). 

Act Three: Homogenization Becomes Interconnectivity 

     The third and final act brings into question the fifth tenet of Plumwood’s (1994) Master 

Model, homogenization. According to this tenet, nature is grouped apart from humans and has no 

commonality to humanity.  This, unfortunately, is especially true of nature within the ocean. 

Alaimo (2014) has pointed out that there is a perception of nonhuman ocean inhabitants being 

“alien” life forms. This contributes to the “othering” and homogenization of nature within 

Earth’s oceans. “It is all too easy to ignore or dismiss the threats to ocean environments when 

they are conceived as worlds apart from the human” (Alaimo, 2014, p. 192). 
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     Act two transitions into act three as the white whale with the hollowed-out heart glides past 

the lunar orbiter through the purple and red swirls beyond Earth and then descends into 

outstretched human hands. The yellow outstretched hands reach up to encircle the tail of the 

whale (see Figure 3).  The yellow color creates an ambience of warmth and signals a shift in 

relationship.   

 

Figure 3: Whale descending back to Earth and into human hands (© 2018 by Evan Turk. 

reprinted with permission of Simon & Schuster, Inc. all rights reserved). 

     Act three is the first time a human figure is seen in the book. As the act begins, several people 

are shown on the deck of a ship.  Both the people and the ship are simply outlined in white 

against a black background. The focalization is on a young female child, who is colored 

magenta. This color draws the eye of the reader.  Here again, the intersectionality of oppression 

is subtly recognized. Connecting the whale who is devoid of any color with the life of this young 

girl whose history is also one of marginalization is significant to exposing the interconnectivity 

of oppression in ecofeminism.  
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      The young child is gazing out into the water.  Her expression is quizzical as if she is filled 

with wonder and questioning. The whale is distantly shown below the surface of the water, still 

white with the voided heart. The whale is sending up a song that is represented with swirling 

white lines. The focalization on the girl intensifies with an up-close illustration. Her eyes are 

closed, and her hands are on her heart, which glows yellow beneath her hands, creating an 

ambience of warmth. With closed eyes, the girl’s gaze is focused inward. In analyzing this 

image, I found myself contemplating the warmth of my own heart. In this instance, I was 

vicariously standing in the shoes of the character and seeing the story world through her eyes 

(Painter et al., 2014).  The warmth of her heartbeat is, in essence, being sent out to the reader and 

to the whale.  

    The textual reference of heartbeat is reintroduced. This repetition of the word “heartbeat” 

connects the reader back to the vibrancy and sacredness of life in act one. Repeated textual 

references are important. Painter et al. (2014) point out that textual repetition assists children in 

connecting ideas and attending to significant new information. This repeated text connects the 

ideational meaning of act one to act three. A transformation occurs in the whale as the warmth of 

the girl’s heart spreads out and into the ocean. The whale’s heart responds and is filled with 

yellow. This is the metaphorical connection of nature to humanity, the sharing of a single 

heartbeat.  

     The focalization on the girl and the whale continues as the two now both join in song. The 

flowing and swirling depiction of song meets in the center of the double spread connecting the 

child and the whale.  This connection begins to spread to the other people aboard the ship. The 

next page spread frames four individual images.  The text beneath these images mirrors the text 

from act two in when the whale was first shown being used in industrial production as lighted 
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candles beginning with one candle, and then one hundred candles, then one thousand candles, 

and finally millions of candles. Now, this text is repeated but with new images. This comparison 

and contrast is a semantic strategy that causes the reader to connect events in the story and 

evaluate the new meaning (Painter et al., 2014).  The one light emanates from the girl and whale. 

This light spreads to hundreds of people, to thousands, and finally to millions of people around 

the globe. The colors of each framed illustration grow in warmth and intensity.  

       This image is a turning point in the relationship between humanity and nature, culminating 

with the whale’s color being transformed into a bright warm red with the heart again in red. The 

text reads, “one world, one song, one heartbeat.”. The whale then appears to be part of the 

cosmos, along with the particles of light and song that create a path toward a single red circle and 

the image of the mother whale.  These illustrations again pull the reader into reflecting on the 

symbolic attributes. There is a definite connection to the beginning of the story, but this 

illustration goes beyond the underwater connection to a broader cosmic connection.  This creates 

a new paradigm for understanding the relationship between humanity and nature. The image of 

the whale now colored in deep red floating amidst the song and light of humanity reveals a 

shared common thread and common history.  This interconnectivity is what Alaimo (2010) terms 

trans-corporeality, “in which the human is always intermeshed with the more-than-human 

world” (p. 2).  Emphasizing the interconnection between humans and nature provides the 

foundation for both political and ethical discourse on the treatment of nature “in which ‘human’ 

and ‘environment’ can by no means be considered as separate”  (Alaimo, 2014, p. 190).  

Discussion and Implications 

     Transformation of understanding in dealing with global concerns around the environment 

requires trans-species listening. Nature seemingly has very little ability to speak for itself. 



                                                                                                                                            Listening to Heartbeat   22 
 

Ironically, however, it was the song of the humpback whale played at the United Nations 

Conference on the Human Environment in 1972 that moved the committee members to 

unanimously call for the banning of commercial whaling. This was also the first time the United 

Nations declared environmental damage a global issue that needed to be addressed collectively 

by all nations (Grebowicz, 2017).  

       As Bradford (2003) discussed, environmental issues are part of a complex discourse that 

intersects human social systems with ecosystems leading to multiple discourses around the 

environment and how to address environmental issues. Bradford (2003) divides the 

environmental discourse used in children’s picturebooks into reformist and radical with reformist 

discourse seeking to address environmental issues through management and radical discourse 

promoting a transformation of political and social structures.   

      Books like Heartbeat take up a radical discourse in seeking to alter the consciousness around 

the relationship between humans and nature and show that humans must be “active 

environmental subjects” (Bradford, 2003, p. 119).  The first human introduced in Heartbeat is a 

child. This child listens to the song of the whale and responds to the song to establish a 

connection with the whale and pass this connection on to others aboard the ship. This connection 

eventually spreads around the world. This series of actions initiated by the child connecting 

humanity to the song and heart of the whale “promotes an ecological democracy in which human 

subjects listen to what the nonhuman world has to say” (Bradford, 2003, p. 119).   

     There is much debate on factors that may encourage the development of pro-environmental 

behavior in children (Kollmuss &Agyeman, 2002; Garrard, 2010; Hungerford & Volk, 1990).  It 

is not realistic to assert that a single picturebook will alter a child’s perspective on the 

environment and their relationship to nature.  However, picturebooks like Heartbeat can invite 
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young children to join in a conversation around issues confronting the environment and the need 

for a relationship that honors nature’s voice and recognizes that humanity and nature share the 

same heartbeat. This type of awareness and relationship is in keeping with Jordan and 

Kristjansson’s (2017) call for a “new virtue of harmony with nature” (p. 1208) that connects 

environmental sustainability and human flourishing to harmony with nature.  As Massey and 

Bradford (2011) point out, a primary function of children’s environmental texts is “to socialize 

young people into becoming the responsible and empathetic adults of tomorrow by positioning 

readers as ecocitizens” (p. 109). 

        Heartbeat uniquely brings together the call for not only listening to nature but also deeply 

connecting to nature. It provides a biocentric perspective and recognizes the intrinsic value of 

nature. Ecofeminism calls for listening and connecting to nature as an important part of ending 

dualism and the oppression of nature. Rose (2013) calls for humans to listen and pay attention to 

other species in order to intelligently “inter-act,” a transformation in how individuals understand 

themselves and engage with others in the context of the natural world. Spannring (2015) points 

out the trend in various disciplines to recognize the relationship between humans and animals.  

Citing Bell and Russell (1999), she points out the need for teaching children to recognize and 

challenge dominant practices in animal and human relations and to seek alternative visions that 

involve “an embodied, sensual experience of other beings and our connections with them” (p. 

67).  Kalvaitis and Monhardt (2012), in their study of children’s relationship with nature, found 

that young children have a “passion to discover and engage with the natural environment through 

a dynamic two-way interchange between the child and nature” (p. 220).  They encourage 

educators working with young children to capitalize on interests and passions and find ways to 

broaden and develop connections between children and nature. 
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Final Thoughts 

     After completing the analysis of Heartbeat, I began to understand why this book made such a 

deep impression on me. It recognizes the dangers of “othering” and exploitation and calls for an 

openness to listening.  The term that I am using in combining the aspects of the ecological 

discourse of ecofeminism and the socio-philosophical discourse of cosmopolitanism is critical 

identity consciousness.  Stets and Burke (2000), in synthesizing identity theory (Stryker, 1980) 

and social identity theory (McCall & Simmons, 1978,) point out that identity is tied to the roles 

that individuals play in social structures.   “Persons acting in the context of social structure name 

one another and themselves in the sense of recognizing one another as occupants of positions 

(roles). This naming invokes meanings in the form of expectations in regard to other’s and one’s 

own behaviors” (Stets and Burke, 2000, p. 225). The devastating effects of climate change 

require an accounting of the relationships of humans to nature and Earth. In order to change this 

relationship, humans must be able to connect their identity to the identity of nonhuman nature.  

       Critical identity consciousness is also the discourse of youth activists today. Greta Thunberg, 

in discussing how she became aware of environmental issues confronting Earth, recalls how her 

teacher showed her class a film about plastics in the ocean and starving polar bears (Greta, 

2019).  These images made a lasting impression on Thunberg. Children have the capacity to 

think critically about their connection to nature and their impact on the environment.  The 

messages contained within films and literature have great potential for influencing perspectives 

on children’s identity as active subjects interconnected with the natural world. “Books with 

strong visual images hold special appeal and meaning because children are immersed in a visual 

culture in which images are integral to their experiences and interactions” (Short, 2019, p.7). 

      Environmental youth activists are calling for a critical accounting of humanity’s relationship 
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to Earth and nature.  Greta Thunberg is not alone in this discourse. She is joined by Takota Iron 

Eyes, a Lakota Sioux teenager who played a key role at Standing Rock and the establishment of 

the ‘Rezpect our Water’ campaign (Manning, 2019), and Autumn Peltier, a member of the 

Wiikwemkoong First Nation, who is known as the ‘Water Warrior.’ Autumn addressed the 

United Nations Global Landscape Forum on September 28, 2019, and pronounced, “I've said it 

once, and I'll say it again: we can't eat money or drink oil" (Drew, 2019). This movement of 

young activists also includes Xiuhtexcatl Martinez, an Aztec musician who has been an 

environmental activist since the age of six.  Martinez is currently the lead plaintiff in a lawsuit 

against the federal government for failing to protect the atmosphere for future generations (Earth 

Guardians, 2019). These youth activists call for a change in political and economic structures and 

a recognition of humanity’s dependency and interconnectivity to nature. A type of critical 

identity consciousness that connects human to non-human identities. This critical identity 

consciousness is the discourse of Heartbeat.  

           In evaluating environmental picturebooks, an important question to consider is what type 

of relationship between humanity and nature is embedded within the text and illustrations, 

particularly whether these books illuminate and critique human relationship to non-human 

nature.  “If readers adopt the subject positions offered by environmental texts, they may 

potentially assume the worldview that such texts propose” (Massey & Bradford, 2011, p. 110). 

This worldview should be one that critically analyzes the exploitation of the environment and 

nature and seeks to consciously recognize the interconnectedness of human and nonhuman 

nature.  
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