
Abstract
European lakes are changing. We, a Polish social anthropologist and a German 
palaeontologist, have personal histories with lakes – Lake Niedzięgiel in Po-
land and Lake Stechlin in Germany, respectively – whose character has shifted 
dramatically in recent years. Since the beginning of 2023, we have been dis-
cussing how to relate our scientific perspectives to these lakes and the changes 
they are undergoing. Here we provide an overview of our conversation, which 
takes a critical look at dominant practices of knowledge production and con-
siders how we can bring different disciplines into dialogue to make research 
more responsive to climate change, and therefore more meaningful. We pay 
particular attention to stonewort: an aquatic macrophyte recognised as an 
“ecosystem engineer” in the lakes where it forms underwater meadows, but 
at the same time threatened by pollution and climate change. We conclude 
that new ways of researching and sharing knowledge are needed if we are to 
move towards a less destructive and instrumental relationship with lakes and 
their inhabitants.
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Introduction1

The vast lowlands south of the Baltic Sea have thousands of lakes2. They are 
the heritage of the last Ice Age – they formed when the glaciers retreated, 
more than 10.000 years ago. Two of them are Lake Stechlin (DE) and Lake 
Niedzięgiel (PL). Even though they are more than 330 kilometres apart, they 
share some commonalities; both lakes are not very large, but their shores are 
rich in bays, their ground is sandy and poor in nutrients and hence their wa-
ter is clear, allowing extensive meadows of stonewort to grow. Stoneworts (a 
common name for charophytes) are remarkable aquatic macrophytes known 
as pioneer species and ecosystem engineers; the lakes in which they grow in 
large communities are sometimes called “Chara-lakes.” Both lakes in recent 
years underwent dramatic changes, threatening their underwater meadows 
and rising concerns of what the future holds. The two lakes, each in its own 
way, are paradigmatic examples of lakes of the Anthropocene. At Stechlin the 
water gets increasingly turbid, blooms of cyanobacteria cause deep water an-
oxia and extensive death zones at its bottom (Kröger et al. 2023; Gonsiorczyk 
et al. 2024; Wollrab et al. 2025). Lake Niedzięgiel is part of the region that is 
known for a long time for unfavourable hydro-meteorological conditions, but 
the water regime in the region has been significantly altered by open-cast min-
ing, resulting in the formation of a cone of depression (Kędziora 2008). To-
gether with other anthropogenic pressures (such as tourism and agriculture), 
this has led to a steady decline in water levels since the 1980s (Nowak and 
Przybyłek 2020). The shoreline has receded by 20-30 m, and in some parts of 
the lake by as much as 100 m (Pasztaleniec et al. 2021). The underlying causes 
of these changes are complex and involve multiple temporal and spatial scales. 
They point to specific characteristics of the lakes in terms of topography and 
history, and to similarities such as their Ice Age origin, the industrialisation 
of both regions, development of tourism and agriculture, and climate change.

Lake Stechlin is a deep lake, reaching 69 metres at is deepest point. It is lo-
cated in the middle of an extensive nature reserve and under protection since 
the 1930s. In the 1960s, a nuclear power plant (NPP) was built on its shores. 
It operated from 1966–1990, using the lake water as cooling medium for its 
reactor.3 Lake Niedzięgiel is relatively shallow, with a maximum depth of 21 m, 
and surrounded by forests and an open agricultural landscape. It has been part 

1	 This work was supported through the Bioart Society, Finland, by Rewilding Cultures, 
a Creative Europe program of the European Union, which aims to support European 
projects in the field of cultural production and innovation.

2	  The region is called Südbaltischer Landrücken in German and Pojezierza Południo-
wobałtyckie in Polish.

3	  Interestingly, as the last coal mines in the region are being closed in Poland, a project 
is being lobbied to replace the mining industry with a nuclear power plant.
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of an agricultural region since at least the Middle Ages, but for more than half 
a century the region has been known mainly to summer visitors for its trans-
parent lakes. Local tourism is an important factor for both lakes; the tourist 
centre of Skorzęcin on the northern shore of Lake Niedzięgiel is equivalent to 
the village of Neuglobsow east of Lake Stechlin. Both villages saw their hey-
day during the socialist era, when they provided thousands of beds for visi-
tors. Both lakes are covered by several conservation programmes, and both 
are protected as Natura 2000 sites under the European Habitats Directive as 
“hard oligo-mesotrophic waters with benthic vegetation of Chara spp.” (Eu-
ropean Commission 2013). The Stechlin is known to many Germans through 
the novel Der Stechlin, written by Theodor Fontane in 1899 (Fontane 1899).

Our own histories are interwoven with those of the lakes. Until recent-
ly, however, we did not pay much attention to the lake stories. We appreci-
ated their existence, loved the trips to their shores, loved swimming in the 
clear water and walking in the silence of the surrounding woods. The lakes’ 
presence was something given, unquestioned, timeless. This feeling of secu-
rity and stability changed in recent years. It motivated us to look closer, and 
to try to understand what happens with these lakes. The confrontation with 
unquestioned certainties led, for both of us, to a cascade of events that made 
us question the relevance of our scientific interests, practices, and methods. 
We met while expanding the scope of what is germane to our disciplines and 
engaging in discussions beyond them. 

While maintaining a critical stance on the prevailing methods of producing 
knowledge about environmental changes, this article examines the potential of 
multidisciplinary research in fostering a more comprehensive understanding 
of nature conservation and local environments. Kim Fortun’s (2012) non-lit-
eral understanding of ethnography as an experimental method to “stage en-
counters” between different perspectives and areas of expertise is helpful in 
our conversation about how we can learn from each other to approach our 
respective environmental field sites in less extractive and more caring ways. 
We believe that conservation and cooperation on issues that matter to the 
general public, rather than further specialisation, might help us to make our 
research and our environments more sustain-able, i.e. capable of sustaining 
life and, to use Tim Ingold’s words, enabling us to carry on our existence to-
gether with others (2024, 88). 

We decided to discuss the possibilities and potential of such multidisci-
plinary cooperation in the form of a conversation rather than a typical sci-
entific article. This better reflects the way we worked, walking and talking by 
“our” lakes. We also hope that, rather than being just an interaction, it will 
be more of a “correspondence”: ongoing, open-ended and dialogical (Ingold 
2021, 11) and inviting further exploration.



89

Małgorzata Zofia Kowalska & Björn Kröger: Lake Views

Disturbances

Kröger: Lake Stechlin has been a place of longing for me since I left it in my 
early youth. I return to the lake during holidays, weekends, short daytrips, 
walk along its shores and jump into the water. The lake seemed timeless, a 
centre of calm in a world spinning faster and faster. For many years, I hardly 
noticed what was happening in its depths. My relation to the lake came nev-
er into question. I was sure the lake belonged to me, and I belonged to the 
lake. I did identify with its beauty; its fame made me proud. The point in time 
when I started to question my relationship was amidst the Covid-pandemic. 
It was during this time that I spent a couple of weeks in a row at the lake for 
the first time in decades. Extensive daily walks and regular swimming gave 
me a deeper sense of how much the lake had changed since my childhood. At 
first, it was a diffuse sense of a change in the colour of the water that I no-
ticed: different light reflections, a different texture of the bottom. It took me 
some effort to understand its reason, but I instantly felt a kind of guilt for my 
ignorance. Why hadn’t I noticed this before? Why did nobody tell me? This 
was for me the start of a longer process of inquiry into the question of how 
the people who live near the lake, who have a close relation to the lake and a 
specific knowledge, how they relate to that lake and what it makes with them 
that the lake changed so drastically in recent years. I also began to think how 
my own scientific research as a paleontologist is related to my own history 
with the lake. I asked myself: what is the relevance of my studies? Why am I 
spending my time studying something that happened millions of years ago 
somewhere in the world, and at the same time being ignorant about the pro-
cesses that are happening right in front of my door?

Kowalska: I did not know Lake Niedzięgiel very well when I was a child. I 
visited it a few times with my parents, as it was known in the region for its 
clear water and as a tourist centre, but there were other lakes closer to where 
I lived, where I cycled with other kids and where I learnt to swim. But then, 
in the first decade of this century, I met my future husband, who grew up 
on Lake Niedzięgiel. That was when I started to get to know the place and 
it has been important to me ever since. You could say that our “relationship 
timeline” is closely linked to the lake. And after quite some time in this rela-
tionship, both with a man and with the lake, I noticed that Niedzięgiel was 
changing. It was never really a deep lake, but now sandy islands were appear-
ing in the shallows. People started talking about these changes and how the 
lake was literally disappearing. At the same time, I didn’t know if anyone was 
looking into it, doing anything about it. I knew that the lake was part of one 
or two conservation programmes (today I know it is part of three), but I did 
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not know, and I never really wondered what it actually meant. I think no one 
really knows what it means unless they start digging for the information, and 
that is a problem I write about elsewhere (Kowalska 2024). 

Anyway, at the time I had just finished my PhD on the politics of megaproj-
ects, I was newly married and expecting a child, and it struck me that the lake 
was drying up so… quietly. If anything was being done to stop it, it was being 
done elsewhere, not on the lake. It is not that the changes were unnoticed, 
but it was as if people did not know how to make sense of them. I needed to 
look at how and what was being protected on the lake, and how people felt 
about these conservation projects, their practices and their “objects”. I intu-
itively felt that the conservation experts were operating at a different level, 
while the local people were left alone with their very limited understanding 
of the changes. I was curious to understand the reasons and consequences of 
this separation, this discontinuity between the management of the environ-
ment and the local community. So, for me there was a shift in interest from 
studying urban projects to studying environmental projects. The conserva-
tion programme in Niedzięgiel, however, covered the place to which I felt con-
nected and also solastalgic4, so it was both a personal and a scientific interest.

How was this in your case, how did you start your research into the chang-
es that have been taking place in the lake? And did you call it research at all, 
since it was more of a sideline for you, at least in the beginning?

Kröger: During my stay at Stechlin in 2020 I began reading intensively re-
search articles about the lake’s ecology. Lake Stechlin is heavily researched. 
When the NPP was built in the 1960s, a limnological research station was set 
up on the lake to document the changes in the lake that were expected as a 
result of the NPP’s operation. The station published its own scientific journal. 

In the 1980s a comprehensive scientific monograph was published in English 
language (Casper 1985). So, there is a huge body of literature available. The 
station exists until today under a different administrative structure and with 
different research tasks. I realised that there is a continuous monitoring time 
series of the water quality and the micro-phytoplankton (i.e. the free-swim-
ming microscopic algae) taken at two-to-four weeks intervals that goes back 
into the early 1990’s. At the same time, in 2020, I found very little published 
information that could explain to me the dramatic changes in the lake that 
were clearly underway. So, I contacted a senior scientist of the station that I 
know since childhood. Through this I got contact to Judit Padisák, a leading 

4	  The term solastalgia was introduced by Australian philosopher Glenn Albrecht (2005) 
to describe the distress and suffering caused by environmental change and the deg-
radation of one’s home environment.
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expert in lake phytoplankton ecology, living in Hungary. She is involved into 
the phytoplankton monitoring at Stechlin for decades (see e.g., Padisák et al. 
2010). She entrusted me with the raw data; a list of species counts per dates 
collected from Stechlin beginning in 1992. I was curious to see if the changes 
in phytoplankton could tell anything about the changes of the character of the 
lake. As a palaeontologist, I am familiar with computational methods to study 
temporal change in ecosystems. Using these methods, it makes no difference 
whether the time periods used for the calculations are measured in days or 
millions of years. As a palaeontologist, I am interested in the question of how 
ecological communities change in geological timescales. At Lake Stechlin for 
the first time now I had the chance to look at first hand data of how ecological 
communities change within weeks, seasons, and years (Kröger et al. 2023). I 
even was able to connect the individual collection dates with dates in my own 
biography. I could see how many species of diatoms thrived in the lake at the 
date when my younger daughter was born, etc. This was extremely exciting 
because it was concrete. The volatility of the composition totally surprised 
me. It was an almost physical experience to see how drastic and chaotic and 
unpredictable the changes in the lake can be within weeks and at the same 
time how regular some patterns are at seasonal scale. This gave me deep new 
insights into how important the question of scale in time and space is, when 
trying to understand Earths changing biodiversity at global scale. Most im-
portantly these new insights deeply changed my personal relation to the lake 
and its history. It seemed to me at that moment as if something was coming 
together; my personal life experience became connected to something larger, 
like geological time scales and the global change we experience.

Relevance

Kowalska: When a palaeontologist who studies fossils and marine animals 
gets involved in research outside his field, isn’t that seen as a waste of time 
by fellow palaeontologists, and as a bizarre interest by limnologists? What is 
the aim of your involvement there as a natural historian?

Kröger: My first impulse was curiosity. Also, in terms of the data. For so 
many years I analysed occurrence data of fossils, now I had the possibility to 
study data from a living community. Because the quality of the data was so 
good I was able to use them for computational methods of causal inference, 
and more generally to apply methods to measure changes within the ecolog-
ical communities. I was aware that I am totally naïve, when it comes to an 
understanding of the dynamics of populations of planktonic algae in a lake, 
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but I thought that the diagrams resulting from my analysis will probably tell 
anything. I thought my paleo-perspective could possibly be relevant for the 
limnologists, too. I was curious to see if I could find some pattern that I am 
familiar with from the fossil data, such as rapid extinction events. This work 
was only possible because Judith Padisak was so open and trustful to give me 
the partly unpublished data and to spend time to co-write a manuscript with 
me. There were also an openness and interest at my Helsinki Museum, where 
I am employed as a curator and researcher, when I presented the first results 
of the analyses in an internal colloquium. But that only relates to the hard 
science aspect of it, if you like.

My underlying motivation was slightly different: I wanted to improve my 
relationship with this lake. I wanted to open my senses to the dynamics of 
its plankton, and I wanted to understand what has happened to this lake in 
the recent past because I thought something is going terribly wrong there. At 
the same time, I was afraid that my work would be seen as a hobby or a kind 
of sentimental act. And I still don’t think I’m wrong in these concerns. Using 
my palaeobiological methodological toolkit, paradoxically, helped me to cross 
the boundaries of the disciplines.

Kowalska: When you say that you wanted to improve your relationship with 
the lake, what do you mean by “improving a relationship”; and how do you 
understand a “relationship with a lake” at all? One might argue that the fo-
cus of my discipline, social anthropology, is on relations (Strathern 2020), 
but why would a naturalist want to explore his own relations with the “ob-
ject” of his study?

Kröger: I would say that I was not primarily motivated with this research by 
my role as a scientist but as a person, who feels a deep connection to this lake 
and its landscape. When I started with this research, my relation was that of 
a visitor. My point of view was much more superficial, coloured by memories. 
I wanted to get out of this rather passive position into an active relationship 
where I could contribute knowledge, something that was directly related to 
the lake, something that possibly even makes some difference. It was only dur-
ing this process that I realised that certain questions, questions that I became 
interested in, have never been asked by the limnologists at Lake Stechlin. At 
least not in a published form. It was a mystery to me why this analysis, which I 
did, had never been done before. Why was there no published story about the 
20+ years plankton change in the lake? Why was there not much more effort 
to follow the question of what the current dynamics of free-swimming algae 
could tell us about the deteriorating state of the lake? Since I was a child, I al-
ways believed that the limnologists would somehow mysteriously take care of 
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the lake. This impression is a result of how the research station presented it-
self to the public and how it was portrayed by the local press. Now, being part 
of the academic attention economy, I know better that this is only one aspect 
of a larger story. The caretaking was never a focus. The lake should serve as a 
model to understand cooling water reservoirs and lakes in general. The pecu-
liar stories of the organisms inhabiting the lake were not of interest. For me 
it was more interesting to know, how I can relate these aspects of my personal 
biography, feeling of belonging, disturbance due to the speed of change to my 
research. Am I right in thinking that it is easier to bring this personal aspect 
into anthropological research?

Kowalska: In a way, yes. But it was not so much a question of incorporat-
ing my personal biography into the ethnography or anthropological writing. 
Rather, I engaged in this research because I felt it mattered. I remember how 
moved I was when I first read Isabelle Stenger’s appeal for science to take se-
riously what she, following Latour, calls “matters of concern” (Stengers 2018; 
2023): issues that matter to and worry communities. She argued that scien-
tists are trained to focus on very specific problems in siloed, specialised fields 
and to ignore anything outside those problems, which is seen as disruptive. 
But she urges them to admit that their knowledge and interests are situated, 
and that their facts need to be brought into conversation with perspectives 
outside their expertise. The value of conversation is not addressed in science. 
It is missing at “my” lake. There is science and conservation, and fascinating 
natural histories and ecologies that go with them, and virtually no interaction 
with the local community. 

My reading of Stengers, however, is that the aim of my anthropological 
involvement should not be simply to criticise this situation. Instead, I agree 
with Kim Fortun (2012) who argues that research can bring together people 
with different perspectives who are all concerned about a particular issue and 
willing to learn about other points of view. The aim of the research is there-
fore not so much social analysis, but rather a dialogue about what matters. If 
you think of anthropology in this way, its interdisciplinary potential becomes 
clear, don’t you agree? This approach also resonates with Tim Ingold’s call for 
“correspondence”. He writes: “For life on earth to carry on, and to flourish, 
we need to learn to attend to the world around us, and to respond with sen-
sitivity and judgement. Corresponding with people and things – as we used 
to do in letter-writing – opens paths for lives to carry on, each in its own way 
but nevertheless with regard for others.” (Ingold 2021, 3)

So there was this rapid change in the lake, taking place in a changing land-
scape, which seemed to be noticed and which had caused concern among var-
ious parties involved – from naturalists and conservationists to local politi-
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cians to residents and long-term visitors – and I felt that my role was not only 
to describe it, but perhaps to start a conversation among various parties in-
volved, or at least to understand why that conversation is not taking place. My 
research focused on different perceptions of the environment and its conser-
vation, and the relationships people had with that environment and its eco-
systems. Funded by the Polish National Science Centre, the project involved 
a small team and myself conducting engaged fieldwork, primarily based on 
participant observation and interviews with the local community, as well as 
natural scientists and conservationists.

Kröger: Were the naturalists and conservationists interested in this conver-
sation? 

Kowalska: Many definitely saw the need of it.5 Essentially, ecological cri-
ses and climate change are also social problems. They are not the result of 
the very fact of human existence. Rather, they are the result of how we live: 
how we understand the world and our place in it, and how we shape the real-
ity accordingly. In their book Living with Environmental Change Kirsten Has-
trup and Cecilie Rubow write that as social sciences join the hard sciences in 
the attempts to understand climate change, some even speak of “the human 
turn” (Hastrup and Rubow 2014, 7). Climate and environmental change are 
experienced and understood locally, by people with different interpretations 
of what is happening and various coping strategies. Engaging in discussions 
with them is both necessary and inspiring, and some scientists seek it out.

At the same time, naturalists or conservationists I talk to sometimes say 
that local communities are “unaware”, ”they do not understand”, or even that 
”people are the problem”, because they are not willing to cooperate. They ask 
what can be done to convince them not to do this or that. But I do not think 
it is a matter of top-down education – it is not about experts teaching lay 
people about science and people complying with this “guidance”. The ways we 
relate to local environments is founded on certain assumptions and beliefs 
about nature and its value, or lack of the value. If we want to change practice, 
we need to look at the value system that shapes it. Whether and how we pro-
tect or care for the environment depends on how we perceive it, so the debate 
about conservation is ultimately also a debate about cultural values and our 
understanding of sociality. 

5	  The growing awareness among scientists of the need to engage with conservationists 
and the local community is becoming increasingly evident, as demonstrated by a 
recently published paper by internationally renowned limnologists (Barouillet et al. 
2024).
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Kröger: Perhaps this reflection requires a certain disturbance, as in our case. 
In order to build a new relationship, I used the tools available to me through 
scientific knowledge. I framed a question as a testable hypothesis and tried to 
find a formula and a model that would support or reject that hypothesis. So, 
at that point I was already in a certain value system, which put me in a certain 
position in discussions with other scientists and with people who are not in-
volved in science. In that discussion I use the results of my scientific framing 
as a starting point to argue what is right and what is wrong. What happened 
in my case was that the results of my scientific research left me puzzled and I 
realised how little is known about this lake, even after generations of research. 
At the same time, the results of my own scientific engagement made me see 
more clearly how alive this lake is, how unpredictable, chaotic, open and in-
terconnected, and this confronted me with my own delusion that I could find 
easy answers. It also confronted me with the limits of concepts that I had used 
confidently in my daily life, and that have been used by ecologists and biolo-
gists for decades, including the scientists at Lake Stechlin. 

One of these is the concept of the ecosystem. It seems obvious that the 
lake is an ecosystem. But I found out that, historically speaking, the concept 
is quite new; it really only came into use after the Second World War (see e.g., 
Golley 1992). The ecosystem concept was the first to quantify the material and 
energy flows of certain interacting organisms in time and space. It is historical-
ly strongly based on ideas of spatial and temporal confinement, self-preserva-
tion and stability. Scientific models play a key role in the study of ecosystems. 
It is therefore not surprising that ecosystem research has been closely linked 
to the nuclear industry from the very beginning (see also Kröger 2025). I sus-
pect that at Stechlin the ecosystem perspective strongly promoted research 
of the open water aspect of the lake with its planktonic organisms, because it 
promised to gain control over the material and energy flows within the lake. 
And so, of course, I used the data from that kind of research, the change in 
phytoplankton composition. But this ecosystem lens, if you like, had some 
important side effects. One of them is that the individual histories and fates 
of many individual plankton species, apart from those that were valued as 
keystone species in the models, were no longer of interest to scientists, they 
were neglected. A second side effect is that research on organisms living on 
the bottom of the lake has been neglected, because they have been interpreted 
as irrelevant to the fluxes of matter and energy in the open water. Conserva-
tionists pointed this out early on (see Oldorff and Päzolt 2010), but this dom-
inant view has only recently started to change (see Gonsiorczyk et al. 2024). 

Now, as my motivation for doing this research at Lake Stechlin was to find 
a new way of relating to the lake, at some point I found myself asking: where 
and when does this ecosystem begin and end; what are its boundaries? I have 
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also always focused on the open water, on the increasing turbidity of the water. 
When I looked back nostalgically at the former Stechlin, I only had the crys-
tal-clear water in mind. It was only when we met and talked about our expe-
riences with the lakes that I understood that the different reflections of light, 
the different textures on the bottom of the lake, were mainly caused by a new 
type of algae and water plants that are now growing all over the Stechlin but 
were not there before. One could say that my unconscious ecosystem-lens fil-
tered out the water plants, the vanished stonewort meadows. When I saw the 
stonewort meadows during our visit in December in Lake Niedzięgiel, I sud-
denly realised that these evergreens give that bright colour to the lake during 
the dark season and that this is probably one of the main aspects of what has 
changed at Stechlin since my childhood.

Kowalska: Stonewort meadows are central to how I think of Niedzięgiel to-
day. I look at them as engineering this place – as making this place, as I wrote 
elsewhere (Kowalska 2024), making it possible with its clear waters and white 
bottom. My research at the lake shows that local people and visitors have lit-
tle or no knowledge of the protected habitats in the area. But that does not 
mean they do not value or care about the place. They are simply used to see-
ing conservation as an expert task and responsibility. This, by the way, is a 
view shared by conservationists and naturalists. The focus of our culture is 
elsewhere, not on building and caring for relationships with the local envi-
ronment – quite the opposite. Now, as many of these local ecosystems dete-
riorate, communities have few tools not only to respond to the changes, but 
even to understand them. “There is nothing I can do,” is a common response 
from residents and visitors whom we talked to about the lake drying up. They 
expressed a deep sense of belonging to the place. At the same time, they did 
not even know what was this conservation body that was supposed to react. 
Conservationists, with whom I talked, as I already mentioned, point to the un-
sustainable behaviour of local people as the main problem on the ground. But 
what I see most of all is the gulf between the lake with all its inhabitants and 
“its” conservationists on the one hand, and the local community on the other. 
This dualism between nature and man, as Val Plumwood (1993) describes it, 
the backgrounding and radical exclusion of the environment from communi-
ty life, is symptomatic of our social reality. It also divides people, experts on 
one side and the public on the other. I argue that we need to challenge it if we 
are to respond to climate change.

I am convinced that drawing attention to the stoneworts, appreciating 
them, valuing them, could change the way people think about the lake and 
about themselves in relation to the lake. Their role there, unrecognised by the 
wider public, visitors and residents, has the potential to challenge the role of 
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humans as those who control – or “conserve” – the place. You might ask: who 
really cares for whom here? Who really sustains this place?

Stonewort 

Kowalska: Stoneworts are very little-known outside of the expert circles – 
they are unrecognised by the locals, submerged, unnoticed. Conservationists 
and biologists value them as pioneer species and ecosystem engineers, and 
stonewort meadows are important habitats for many species. Also, stone-
worts bind excessive nutrients contained in the open water and contribute 
to maintain clear water conditions, which are a basic requirement for many 
species in the lake (Pełechaty et al. 2013). They have an evolutionary agen-
cy: stoneworts create heritable environments, which we can thus see as re-
produced and inherited communities as a heritable change that goes beyond 
DNA and beyond species level (Laland et al. 1999). But the ecosystems they 
create are not even close to the popularity of well-known marine ecosystems 
such as Posidonia seagrass meadows or kelp forests. 

Kröger: I now remember that the first time I came across them was during 
my studies of geology at the university. There was this moment when we were 
going through the group of stoneworts in a seminar about limestone forma-
tion. Stoneworts and their close relatives of the charophycean family are a ge-
ologically very old group. It is important for geologists and palaeontologists 
to know them because they produce a lot of lime sediment during growth, and 
because their calcareous spore capsules, the so called gyrogonites, are often 
well preserved in sediments. In that seminar I thought wait, I know these. At 
Stechlin, when I went swimming, I had to step through their wonderful mossy 
light green underwater meadows. This was in the 1990s. Today I know that 
their fossils help to reconstruct the evolution of early land ecosystems. In fact, 
charophyceans gave rise to all land-plants ca. 470 Million years ago (Bowman 
2022). Their beautifully ornamented gyrogonites are also fascinating. They 
can form mass concentrations in the sediments of lakes and ponds, so called 
“seed banks” from which new individuals can germinate even after hundreds 
of years (Stobbe, Gregor and Röpke, 2014). So, they are connecting in many 
ways: in forming extensive underwater meadows, they connect all kinds of 
organisms in a tangled web of interrelationships; they form a kind of memo-
ry of the flora of lake, connecting ecological communities through time; in an 
evolutionary sense they connect green algae with land plants. In retrospect I 
must conclude that it was only after their introduction in that university sem-
inar that I became consciously aware of them. It is difficult to name them and 
to explain them to people who have never heard of them before. They are not 
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really algae, but neither are they aquatic plants, because they are not plants 
in the strict sense, but something in between.

Kowalska: Yet, what I think should be emphasised here, is that they could 
be of interest not only to scientists. I am excited about this possibility of rec-
ognising their evolutionary and ecological stories at the community level. 

Kröger: In fact, as you mentioned, they should be compared with the sea 
grass meadows (Rotini et al. 2023). What the sea grass is for the sea is what 
stonewort is for the lake. I know of several initiatives that have been formed 
to protect sea grass meadows from all kinds of human made destruction (for 
instance, Ceccherelli et al. 2024). Maybe charophytes could play a similar role 
in freshwater ecosystems? 

Kowalska: Therefore, I like to use the term “ecosystem engineers” (Jones, 
Lawton and Shachak 1994) because it draws attention to what stoneworts do. 
It points out that they create the ecosystem and who is actually central to that 
system. But I also use the term with the caveat that it implies a somewhat in-
strumental perspective. People may learn to value stoneworts because they are 
so important to this ecosystem. What if they weren’t? Shouldn’t we be emphasis-
ing the intrinsic value of life beyond humans? After all, they are not engineering 
this ecosystem for us; they are simply living – they are “beings-for-themselves” 
(Mathews 2021). But even their name is virtually unknown to non-special-
ists. I did not know it until I started researching the conservation of the lake. 

Kröger: This reminds me that the German vernacular name for stonewort 
is Armleuchteralgen, meaning candelabra algae, and one meaning of the term 
Armleuchter is pejorative, describing someone who is clumsy and hangs around 
pointlessly. 

And what to do with those water plants which are invasive, which take over 
when the lakes are polluted? In Lake Stechlin, masses of hornwort (Ceratophyl-
lum demersum), a flowering water plant, now grow every summer. At the end 
of the season, they form large floating masses which eventually die, decom-
pose and cause further accumulation of nutrients in the water. They are also 
ecosystem engineers, but they engineer a different system – they are toxic to 
stonewort and its communities. Their “weedy emergence” (Tsing 2017, 3) is 
transforming the lake. 

Kowalska: I do not think we can care about everything. The problem, as I see 
it, is that we are not noticing these “world-making projects” (Tsing 2022) that 
we should be recognising and caring about – because they actually sustain 
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“our” environments in the state that we value on many personal and commu-
nity levels. And their disappearance affects how the world around us chang-
es. I think we should strive to recognise the enormous role they have played 
and continue to play in making our lives possible – with the clear blue lakes 
we cherish and return to so often. 

I remember when you showed me the results of playing with the phyto-
plankton data from Lake Stechlin and comparing it to a community, with some 
members leaving and new ones arriving, some returning after a long time 
and then disappearing again. You could extend this comparison beyond the 
plankton and see the whole lake as a community that is constantly changing. 
But more interesting to me is whether we can really see ourselves as members 
of that community. Whether we can admit that we have arrived at one point 
and may leave at another and, more importantly, that we are not in control 
of what happens and who is there. Of course, what we do certainly affects the 
community – naturalists would call it anthropogenic pressure, which has in-
creased so much that we now sometimes call the epoch our community has 
recently entered the Anthropocene – but there are other subjects who, to use 
this term again, engineer the place. With all our expertise, also because it is 
usually not place-based but model-based, we do not have full control over the 
place. And I think we are struggling with that realisation on a global scale today. 

Thus, anthropologist Veronica Strang (2021) urges us to “re-imagine com-
munities”, that is, to think beyond the dualism of nature and culture, to think of 
the community as constituted and possible thanks to human-non-human pro-
cesses and interconnections, as both ecological and social – or as “more-than-
human sociality” (Tsing 2013). It is also what Deborah Bird Rose (2022) argued 
for, expanding the boundaries of anthropology and writing about the world 
“shimmering” with life. Thinking of the world as shimmering helps us to chal-
lenge our understanding of it in mechanical and therefore instrumental terms. 
Rather, this perspective suggests that we see ourselves as one of the rhythms 
of the world, as part of it. I think these ideas are much more than fancy theo-
retical concepts. They are tools for approaching the world differently, on a prac-
tical level – for enabling us to act differently, including the way we do research.

Kröger: Actually, Rose’s shimmer reminds me to the concept of the aura used 
by German philosopher Walter Benjamin for a certain type of empathic expe-
rience that is open to the ineffable (cf. Hansen 2018). For me, these concepts 
help us to go beyond the scientific approach, because they remind us that 
there is necessarily this element of the unknown, unpredictable in the things 
and processes we try to understand. Still, the question is to what extent these 
ideas can be reconciled with a scientific practice.
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Territorial labs 

Kowalska: Well, my intuition is that anthropology is well suited to bring-
ing concepts from different scientific perspectives into conversation. But it 
requires that the parties involved are interested in this exchange, in learning 
from each other in order to better understand or address a particular problem. 
The crucial question behind such an interdisciplinary work is, I think, why do 
we want to engage in it? We must have similar motivations; we do not cooper-
ate only to use someone’s expertise or data. It does not start with a hypothe-
sis and does not aim to verify it. Rather, it begins with the broader questions 
that arise when people with different perspectives, knowledge and expertise 
come together to talk about a common (not discipline-specific) problem. Any 
sort of such a cooperation should be related to specifics, and ideally should be 
place related, place-based (or topic, question, problem related). One does not 
embark on truly interdisciplinary project to gather new data.

Kröger: Yes, this is something I learnt in our conversations, this bringing-to-
gether as a dimension of research. I consider it a privilege to be able to do this 
thanks to the arts organisation who funds our visits, and thanks to the relative 
freedom of research we have in our institutions. But still, it is a kind of an excep-
tional situation in the context of our everyday business, and in our institutions, 
which then creates limitations. The topic would need a long-term engagement, 
a kind of a local structure, which would facilitate and promote transdisciplinar-
ity at the place, or better even a network of such structures in Poland, Germany, 
Finland, and elsewhere. I have a utopia here which is inspired by the late Bernard 
Stiegler, a French philosopher, who suggested to establish regional platforms of 
research that he called “territorial laboratories” (Stiegler 2021). In these terri-
torial labs collectives of researchers and inhabitants of a certain territory would 
work together, debate, make decisions, and most importantly, would be engaged 
in a novel way of knowledge production. The territory would be the defining en-
tity; in our case this would be the Lake Stechlin or Lake Niedzięgiel territories.

Kowalska: Or lakes in this part of the world, with very specific histories and 
ecologies. I like this concept of territorial labs because it helps discussing the 
need of more place-based knowledge and place-based education. It also reso-
nates with these proposals for “re-imagining community” and bringing people 
together to stir conversation about the “matters of concern” I mentioned before. 

Kröger: Surely our conversation is a kind of novel knowledge production. I 
wouldn’t have learned about the shimmer of stonewort meadows in a wint-
erly lake, if we wouldn’t have met. 
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Kowalska: Certainly, but I dare say that it is not only about producing knowl-
edge. By practically challenging the dualisms of the world – that is, by chal-
lenging the category of a radically separate and distinct “nature” that is a dis-
tant field of expertise explored by scientists, and by bringing together diverse 
people who share little more than a concern for a particular place – we open 
up the possibility of making scientific engagement more meaningful. Especial-
ly today, when so much is at stake, we should talk well about scientific facts 
(Stengers 2023). Territorial laboratories seem to be a perfect way to practice 
a more grounded science, which also benefits the community by making peo-
ple feel less alienated from the ever-more-than-human world.
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