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Abstract

Ontological transformative sustainability learning is proposed here as a new form of
learning that conceptualizes learning as ‘becoming—with’ and knowledge as emerging
through immanent relations. This study examines the characteristics of ontological
transformative sustainability learning as they are manifested in the specific case of the
Saemangeum Citizens Field Research Group. Established in 2003 as citizen science
movement, at the height of both the Saemangeum reclamation project and the religious
and civil society movements opposing it to preserve the tidal flats, the group sought
to directly observe and document Saemangeum’s ecology through the eyes of citizens.
Even after the completion of the Saemangeum seawall in 2010, the group has
continued its activities for over 20 years, monitoring the ongoing Saemangeum project,
recording socio—ecological changes, and disseminating this knowledge. The knowledge
generated through their long—term investigations plays a key role in the assessment of
the project’s impacts and the articulation of its future direction.

Based on the research findings, the collective context of the group’s learning was
analyzed in three phases: group formation, crisis and change, and sustaing and
expansion. Correspondingly, individual learning was situated along the dimensions of
relational attuning, deepening attachment, and becoming—with. Relational attuning refers
to encounters with more—than—human beings in the Saemangeum tidal flats, sensing
them in multiple ways, and entering into relations with them. Deepening attachment
involves experiencing sorrow and pain over the destructive transformation of these
connections, leading to an affective and ethical deepening of ties. Becoming—with
illuminates the process of sustaining practices of responsibility toward related entities,
and becoming—with the tidal flats in which humans and non—humans, policy, discourse,
and practice are intertwined. Although these phases are presented chronologically for
analytical convenience, the learning process is nonlinear and unpredictable, recurring
each time in altered forms. The study identified four key characteristics of learning in
this case: first, learning of attention; second, learning of relational accountability; third,
learning as patterned repetition; fourth, learning as becoming—with, in which human
and non—human, and nature and culture are mutually entangled; and fifth, learning that

unfolds across individual, collective, and societal scales.
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