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A Grounding in Contaminated Earth: Cracking the Patriarchy

Day is breaking over a postindustrial patch of land in Crown Heights, Brooklyn. I'm walking
from the Franklin Avenue shuttle train, past informal car repair garages and parking lots full of
heavy machinery. I can hear a rhythmic pounding—metal clanging on metal—ringing through
the chilly air as steam rises off rooftops and sidewalks. Approaching the entrance to the
Environmental Performance Agency headquarters—a former auto body yard sandwiched
between a warehouse and a makeshift parking lot—1 sense that the clanging is accompanied by
the dull thud of a chisel striking asphalt. As I slide open the heavy metal gate, with its banner
asking “In a time of extinction, how do we make space for more life?” I begin to detect the
labored breathing of a human exerting herself. The crouched forms of my collaborators Andrea
Haenggi and Catherine Grau come into view across a stretch of asphalt dotted with patches of
mugwort and sweet clover. Andrea is swinging a heavy mallet that makes a satisfying clank-thud
each time it connects with the chisel she has embedded in the decomposing asphalt. Catherine
hovers at her side, ready to take a turn. I notice our third collaborator, Christopher Kennedy, lies
prone on the dusty ground documenting the scene with his phone. The crew is deep in the process
of (re)disturbing an already disturbed landscape. Pulling up squares, circles, and triangles of
asphalt in random patterns across the yard, they are creating an opportunity for new life to
spring up in the gaps, accelerating the process of rewilding that has taken place gradually since
Andrea became the land’s temporary steward in 2013. Each year the yard looks more like a
meadow and less like a wasteland. This meditative early morning activity is being carried out in
preparation for a public workshop exploring means and metaphors for “cracking the
patriarchy.” I lean my backpack against the fence, nestling it between stands of heath aster and
a massive bull thistle, preparing my muscles and my mind to take part in the productive
disturbance unfolding before me.

Section 1: What to Expect: An Introduction to Structure and Organization

This paper explores a category of artistic practice I’ve termed critical ecosocial art that
(re)disturbs. While I won’t refer to my personal work in the formal portions of the paper,
vignettes like the one above serve to ground my analysis in my own lived experience as a
practitioner of this form. The paper falls into roughly five sections, although topics from each are
interwoven and bleed between sections. After using this portion to introduce the paper’s

structure, I’ll move on to Section 2, where I’ll outline the geographic, temporal and disciplinary
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terrain we’ll traverse, alongside theoretical frames I’1l be using to make ecology and landscape a

metaphorical and literal presence throughout.

From there I’ll move on to Section 3, where I’ll outline and analyze the evolution of the broad
field of artistic practice that has variously been described as land art, earth art, environmental art
and eco-art. I’ll establish overlaps and distinctions between these related fields in preparation for
defining why the set of artistic practices I’'m exploring are worth singling out from these broader
historical movements. Introducing and defining the category of critical ecosocial art will allow
me to sketch a genealogy for contemporary work that addresses sociopolitical concerns in an
incisive way that does not separate them from ecological and environmental issues. I will argue
that this is a form of artistic practice that can help move us towards the goal of a truly
intersectional environmentalism based in feminist, antiracist and decolonial practices that
prioritize multispecies solidarity and environmental equity. Defining intersectional
environmentalism and its relationship to critical ecosocial art will involve establishing a
historical and cultural context for the environmental movement. I will start with a North

American focus and expand to a more global lens as the paper progresses.

Following this contextual grounding and defining of terms, I’ll move on to Section 4, which
makes up the bulk of the second half of the paper. Here I'll focus on close readings of ten
artworks that I see as key to the evolution of the field I’ve defined as critical ecosocial art. As
will become evident, each of these works engages the vegetal in a material sense, allowing us a
window into human-nonhuman relationships and shifting attitudes towards plant-based forms of

life. I will present these works roughly in chronological order, although related projects and
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practices will take us forward and back in time when appropriate. As we examine these artworks,
we’ll also pause for interludes of historical context to help flesh out key aspects of intersectional
environmentalism. These will include the rise of the Environmental Justice Movement,

postcolonial and decolonial scholarship, and the debate around the so-called Anthropocene.

My approach to these diverse fields and the stories they tell together will be grounded in my
engagement with the ongoing evolution of feminist thought, with contributions from
ecofeminism, feminist posthumanism, and feminist science and technology studies. I will define
each of these as we encounter them. In the closing section I will return to some of the broad
themes introduced in Section 2 and 3, attempting to focus more closely on how critical ecosocial
art is part of the narrative we tell ourselves about the environment in our contemporary moment,
a narrative inflected by overlapping, sometimes complementary and sometimes contradictory,
contributions from decolonial, feminist, environmental justice and Anthropocene-related

discourses.

Section 2: Nomenclature and Scope (Geographic, Temporal, Disciplinary)

Why “Critical Ecosocial Art”?
A focus on Socially Engaged Eco-Art that (Re)Disturbs (and other notes on nomenclature)

Art that engages with environmental or ecological themes has been subsumed under a range of
monikers over the last half century. These range from earth art to systems art, environmental art
to eco-art, to more specific labels like Critical Art Ensemble’s “contestational biology” or Sue

Spaid and Amy Lipton’s “ecovention.”! While I'll engage with each of these labels as important

1 Critical Art Ensemble, “Contestational Biology,” in Nature, ed. Jeffrey Kastner, Documents of
Contemporary Art (London: Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 2012); Sue Spaid and Amy Lipton,
Ecovention, Current Art to Transform Ecologies, 1st edition (S.1.: Cincinnati, OH: S.l.: Contemporary
Arts Center, 2002).
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precedents, my interest here lies in a particular range of work that is not precisely described by

any of them, and thus my use of the phrase critical ecosocial art. The artworks I explore in

Section 4 will help illuminate this mode of artistic practice more fully through concrete

examples. For now, I'll provide a brief explanation of how I came to this terminology, and how I

hope it functions. Generally, I see critical ecosocial art as a re-evaluation of ecological or

environmental art with a focus on lineages that lead to contemporary practices that have certain

qualities, including:

1. A commitment to incisive socio-political framing that does not shy away from the
biopolitical realities of the global ecological crises.

2. Public-facing and/or community-based methodologies, with an emphasis on relational
practices.

3. Justice-based approaches to environmentalism drawing on feminist, decolonial and
multispecies strategies, what I’m terming “intersectional environmentalism.”

4. Address human and extra-human natures as a single system in a way that challenges the
Western framing of (some) humans as above and outside of the rest of nature .2

The “critical” subtitle in critical ecosocial art is not completely satisfactory to me, but I use it

here in the spirit in which I find it applied in critical animal studies or critical ecofeminism: as a

marker acknowledging precedents for the term that follows, identifying this critical version as

2 The plural use of “nature”, modified here with human and extra-human, is meant to highlight and push
back against a common and problematic use of the term. Without modification, the term invokes a
culturally constructed category that has provided the rationale for centuries of subordination of systems
and life forms held to be outside of “civilized society,” including, of course, certain categories of human
beings. While this critical reading of nature is important across feminist and ecofeminist discourse, which
I draw on heavily, I take this particular terminology from Jason W. Moore, who uses it to describe his
formulation of a “capitalist world-ecology,” which he describes as “not the ecology of the world, but a
patterned history of power, capital and nature, dialectically joined” in “the web of life.” Drawing on
feminist and Marxist theory, Moore emphasizes how capitalist appropriation of “human and extra-human
natures” forms through this web, not outside of it. Related terminology includes “nonhuman nature” and
“more than human nature,” phrases that are more commonly applied in fields like multispecies
ethnography and feminist posthumanism, among others. I use Moore’s phrasing here because I find that it
strikes a good balance between the affirmative tone of “more than human” and the negating lack
suggested by “nonhuman.” In other contexts I will apply other terminology. Jason W. Moore, Capitalism
in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital (New York: Verso, 2015), 18.
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related to but in some way revisionist or ameliorative of the term at hand.3 This suggests to me
an awareness that the terms that follow it have parallel uses that are perhaps too general, have
been misunderstood or mis-applied, or lack an incisive ethical stance to the broader field within
which they operate. My lack of satisfaction with my use of the term critical has partially to do
with my sense that it has been dulled by overuse, and can advance the sentiment of

deconstructing without offering alternatives.*

With that in mind I’d like to introduce the term disturbance as an enlivening companion for my
use of critical, as in critical ecosocial art that (re)disturbs. Of course disturbance has multiple
meanings, which I appreciate, but I draw here on the meaning and quality of the term as it is used
in the discipline of ecology.’ In ecosystem science, disturbance refers to “any relatively discrete

event in time that disrupts ecosystem, community, or population structure and changes resources,

3 Critical ecofeminism refers to both a subset and a reappraisal of pioneering ecofeminist literature and
theory from the 1980s in the context of renewed interest in multispecies interactions and intersectional
approaches. This interest has arisen in the wake of new materialist and Anthropocene-related debates and
dialogues. While I will elaborate further on the status and implications of this renewed interest, basic
tenants of the conversation are outlined in Dominic Boyer and Cymene Howe, Ep. #76 — Greta Gaard,
Cultures of Energy, accessed August 29, 2018, http://culturesofenergy.com/ep-76-greta-gaard/ and Greta
Gaard, “Ecofeminism Revisited: Rejecting Essentialism and Re-Placing Species in a Material Feminist
Environmentalism,” Feminist Formations 23, no. 2 (2011): 26-53.

4 Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern,”
Critical Inquiry 30, no. 2 (2004): 225-48, https://doi.org/10.1086/421123.

5 As I’ve explored in other contexts, I find ecological concepts, applied both literally and metaphorically,
to be exceptionally rich terrain for thinking with and through. As a student of environmental science and a
lover of more-than-human-nature from my early years, I’ve long been romanced by abstract ideas that can
be extracted from and applied to muddy, earthy, organic systems. It’s only in the past ten years, as I've
developed my own affinities with ecosocial art, multispecies ethnography and ecofeminism, that I’ve
discovered the work of others who find them to be equally productive partners for thinking across
disciplines, cultures, languages, and ways of being. My engagement with such concepts has been
especially enriched and extended through exposure to the work of Donna Haraway and Anna Tsing,
alongside many others. For an exploration of these overlaps, see: Ellie Irons, “Edge, Boundary,
Assemblage, Territory: From Ecology to STS and Back Again (with Stops in Socially Engaged Art and
Critical Plant Studies)” (Seminar Paper: Science Studies, 2018), https://ellieirons.com/wp-content/
uploads/2018/11/Irons-Science-Studies-FINAL .pdf.



https://doi.org/10.1086/421123
http://culturesofenergy.com/ep-76-greta-gaard/
https://ellieirons.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Irons-Science-Studies-FINAL.pdf
https://ellieirons.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Irons-Science-Studies-FINAL.pdf
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substrate availability, or the physical environment.” In the wake of disturbance, whether a large-
scale forest fire or a single uprooted tree in a dense forest, a portion of land is reset to bare earth
or otherwise reduced in terms of biotic complexity. While destructive, disturbances also create an
opportunity for different ecological systems to sprout in their wake. If disturbance is frequent,
ecosystems are constantly reset and don’t get the opportunity to mature beyond what ecologists
refer to as the “pioneer stage”, an emergent stage that plays an important role in ecosystem
renewal but only supports specific species and relationships. If disturbances are rare, ecosystems

may reach a climax state in which a few species dominate and overall biodiversity declines.’

I hope that as we explore the artistic practices described in the following pages, it will be evident
that they are critical in the sense that they disturb the status quo in productive, friction-inducing
ways that create opportunities for new ecologies, both metaphorical and literal, to rise in their

wake. Even when these practices have shortcomings, they generate possibilities for the

6 Steward T. A. Pickett and P. S. White, eds., The Ecology of Natural Disturbance and Patch Dynamics,
Revised edition (Orlando: Academic Press, 1987).

7 Adam D. Miller, Stephen H. Roxburgh, and Katriona Shea, “How Frequency and Intensity Shape
Diversity—Disturbance Relationships,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United
States of America 108, no. 14 (April 5,2011): 5643-48, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1018594108. While
the relationship between species diversity and disturbance regimes (i.e. disturbance frequency and
severity) has been studied for decades, competing hypothesis still exist. The “intermediate disturbance
hypothesis” described above is reflected in many situations, but as human-drive climate change
accelerates new patterns may emerge, requiring new models. Miller et. al. suggest a unifying model that
has the “potential to reconcile apparently conflicting empirical results on the effects of disturbance on
diversity” in the face of intensifying disturbance regimes due to Anthropogenic climate change.



https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1018594108

10 of 147

cultivation or renewal of other ways of relating to extra-human natures, and the introduction (or

re-introduction)? of novel forms of sociality and reciprocity between humans and earth systems.

With or without the critical modifier, the hybrid term ecosocial art is meant to operate on several
levels. Perhaps most obviously it references related fields of artistic practice, including socially
engaged art and ecological art or eco-art.? Practices honed and theorized in these fields have
contributed greatly to my understanding of how critical ecosocial art functions. As in eco-art, the
eco prefix is a stand in for ecological, and is closely associated with the related terms ecology
and ecosystem. This group of terms has a historical usage and contemporary valence that I find

more useful than environment or environmental,, perhaps the most obvious alternatives.

8 In a theme I will return to throughout this paper, it is important to acknowledge that many “novel” ways
of cultivating reciprocity with nonhuman life and earth systems are actually not new. For urban
practitioners of ecosocial art, they are enacted in a new context, but many of them echo or even directly
reference indigenous ways of knowing that have been hidden, erased or ignored by colonial systems of
knowledge production and dissemination. For this reason it is essential to incorporate decolonial
approaches to knowledge sharing, especially when approaching issues of land, place, and environment,
topics many environmentally engaged artists address. See La Paperson, “A Ghetto Land Pedagogy: An
Antidote for Settler Environmentalism,” Environmental Education Research 20, no. 1 (January 2, 2014):
115-30, for a examination of this topic through the lens of environmental education. Given socially
engaged art’s frequent use of pedagogical strategies, Paperson’s critiques are relevant in the context of
ecosocial art.

9 I’ve written previously about the genealogy of socially engaged art (SEA) and its relationship to eco-art.
I won’t go into that kind of depth here, but will outline SEA as a recently ascendent field with precedents
in Dada, Surrealism, Fluxus, New Genre Public Art, Relational Aesthetics and Participatory Art. My use
of socially engaged art in this context matches what Pablo Helguera lays out in Education for Socially
Engaged Art. He describes “a form of performance in the expanded field” that has a strong affinity with
the field of education. Educators have already honed many of the skills and approaches that come into
play in SEA, from inquiry-based methods and participant engagement to facilitation of discussions and
hands-on activities. Helguera emphasizes that practitioners of SEA draw on a range of skills from other
disciplines, from theater to anthropology to pedagogy. See Pablo Helguera, Education for Socially
Engaged Art: A Materials and Techniques Handbook (Bethesda, MD: Jorge Pinto Books, 2011) and Ellie
Irons, “Social-Ecological Art for Contesting a Disappearing Commons: Tracing the Genealogies of Public
Fieldwork as an Artistic Methodology for Navigating the Sixth Mass Extinction” (Graduate Seminar
Literature Review, 2017), https://ellieirons.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Irons-Lit-Review.pdf. For a
more wide-ranging account of artistic practices that employ participatory strategies see Claire Bishop,
Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, Original edition (London; New York:
Verso, 2012).
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Although environment and ecology are sometimes used interchangeably in the visual arts, I find
it to be worth distinguishing between them, even in this context. They have distinct origins and
meanings, as elucidated by two contrasting entries in Keywords for Environmental Studies.
Writing on environment, Vermonja R. Alston begins by noting that the term is as complex and
contradictory as the term “nature.”!0 She traces its origins to the 14th-17th Centuries, drawing on
an historical Oxford English Dictionary (OED) definition that suggests it was originally used to
refer to “the state of being encompassed or surrounded.”!! It wasn’t until the 20th Century that
the term came to be associated primarily with so-called natural settings. Since then the
complexity of its usage has expanded, leading Alston to define it rather capaciously as a term that
“in the broadest sense...connotes contested terrains located at the intersection of economic,
political, social, cultural, and sexual ecologies.”!? The contemporary OED definition of
environment is much more narrow, including “The surroundings or conditions in which a person,
animal, or plant lives or operates,” and “The natural world, as a whole or in a particular
geographical area, especially as affected by human activity.”!3 In this second OED definition a

nod to the term’s association with environmentalism is clear.

10 Vermonja R. Alston, “Environment,” in Keywords for Environmental Studies (New York: New York
University Press, 2016), 93-96, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt15zcSkw.34; “Environment,” Oxford
Dictionaries | English, accessed November 11, 2018, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/
environment

11 Ibid., 93.
12 Ibid., 95.

13 Angus Stevenson, ed., “environment.” In Oxford Dictionary of English (Oxford University Press,
2010), http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199571123.001.0001/m en gb0268810.



http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt15zc5kw.34
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/environment
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/environment
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199571123.001.0001/m_en_gb0268810
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The term ecology has a more recent and specific origin. Writing on the term for Keywords for
Environmental Studies, Seidler and Bawa cite the term’s 1866 coinage by German Zoologist
Ernst Haeckel. In their estimation, its meaning has not changed much since its origin. It
continues to refer primarily to “the study of the functional interrelationships of living organisms,
played out on the stage of their inanimate surroundings.”!# The authors spend much of their entry
elaborating on the various strands of practice within the scientific field of ecology, before
acknowledging that in the 1960s “the terms ‘ecology’ and ‘ecological’ —vocabulary drawn from
what had been until then a rather esoteric scientific discipline—exploded into popular use, almost
as terms of approbation.”!5 In this context ecological became a stand in for holistic, inclusive
approaches to thinking and living, contrasted positively against narrow, reductionist or overly

scientific modes. It continues to have similar connotations today.

The collision between popular conceptions of what it means to live “ecologically” and the
ongoing evolution of the ecological sciences as a field of scientific inquiry make ecology a
compelling term with which to associate the artistic practices explored in these pages. I will
continue to reference environmental art when I am seeking to convey the broadest possible
subset of artistic practice (within the temporal and geographic scope I’ve defined) that evokes,

intervenes in or responds to extra-human natures as a primary theme, material or method.

I will expand on the overlapping fields of eco-art and environmental art in the following section,

but before doing so, I’d like to excavate another meaning embedded in my use of “ecosocial.”

14 Reinmar Seidler and Kamaljit S. Bawa, “Ecology,” in Keywords for Environmental Studies (New York:
New York University Press, 2016), 71.

15 Ibid., 72.
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Like Donna Haraway’s naturecultures or Robin Wall Kimmer’s biocultural, ecosocial is meant to
emphasize that these are artistic practices that strive to break down false dichotomies between
ecology and sociality, nature and culture.!® As Haraway describes:
Biological and cultural determinism are both cases of misplaced concreteness—i.e. the
mistake of taking provisional and local category abstractions like ‘nature’ and ‘culture’
for the world, and second, mistaking potent consequences to be preexisting foundations.!”

Combining the two terms in one challenges the tendency to speak of them as “polar opposites” or

“universal categories”, which also effects how we conceptualize and engage with world.!8

For Kimmerer, biocultural similarly acknowledges the entanglement of human culture with
biological systems, but from a more hands on, practice-based perspective. In Braiding
Sweetgrass she draws on indigenous teachings and plant biology to make the case for a
biocultural approach to restoring damaged ecosystems, one that relies on the understanding that
humans are part of nature. To restore ecosystems, we must restore reciprocally beneficial

interactions between species. This includes human interaction and engagement, which can

16 The widespread use of naturecultures across disciplines, from primatology to computer-human
interaction, makes it clear how integral the binary-breaking, typology-skeptical orientation represented by
the term has become across the Humanities and beyond. As I will analyze more fully later, this orientation
grows largely out of foundational work in feminist and ecofeminist circles that has, for various reasons
and to various degrees, been adopted by contemporary scholarship without reference to feminism as its
original proving ground. For an example of the breadth of fields in which the term is applied, see:
Nicholas Malone and Kathryn Ovenden, “Natureculture,” in The International Encyclopedia of
Primatology (American Cancer Society, 2016), 1-2, https://doi.org/
10.1002/9781119179313.wbprim0135; Nancy Smith, Shaowen Bardzell, and Jeffrey Bardzell, “Designing
for Cohabitation: Naturecultures, Hybrids, and Decentering the Human in Design,” in Proceedings of the
2017 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, CHI *17 (New York, NY, USA: ACM,
2017), 1714-1725, https://doi.org/10.1145/3025453.3025948; John Law, “Enacting Naturecultures: A
Note from STS,” Centre for Science Studies, Lancaster University, 2004, 1-12.

17 Donna Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003),
https://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/C/b03645022 .html, 6.

18 Ibid., 6.


https://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/C/bo3645022.html
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119179313.wbprim0135
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119179313.wbprim0135
https://doi.org/10.1145/3025453.3025948
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include positive, productive forms of disturbance, such as harvesting, burning, flooding and
planting.!® Thus, while I’ve chosen ecosocial in order to refer to the field of eco-art, ecology and
socially engaged art, I will occasionally use biocultural and naturalcultural in the context of
indigenous practices, ecofeminism, and feminist science studies, depending on which

terminology is used more readily in those discussions.

Continuing my mapping of relevant nomenclature, there is another useful term to add to this list
of hybrids. Artistic works and practices that operate ecosocially strive to dissolve rather than
reinscribe hierarchies and boundaries between human-made and nature-made objects, artifacts,
and systems. Many strive to engender a syncretic understanding of ecosystems not just as
naturalcultural and biocultural, but also as biopolitical. While clearly related to these other
hybrid terms, biopolitical as a different valence than the others outlined here. I choose to invoke
it now, and will use it occasionally throughout these pages, for its ability to connect broadly to
dynamics of power, technology and governmentality.2 When paired with a critical ecosocial
approach, an awareness of the biopolitical means of regulation and control at work in a particular

setting or situation can sharpen a work’s potential for effective critique or incitement to action.

19 Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the
Teachings of Plants (Milkweed Editions, 2015), 156-66.

20As noted by Hughes, the term biopolitical has several overlapping genealogies that can be traced back to
the early 20th Century. Although there are significant uses in the social and biological sciences, the use
most relevant here derives from the work of Michel Foucault and has been applied most influentially in
the Humanities. From the 1960s, Foucault defined and elaborated on the concept of biopower, outlining
how institutions garner it through collecting and accessing information about bodies and populations.
Hughes describes Foucault’s biopolitics as “the effort of states to regulate bodies to ensure their
productivity as workers, their obedience as citizens, and their conformity to social norms.” The term’s
meaning has continued to evolve, generating new associations as the biotechnological possibilities
confronting power-wielding institutions have accelerated in the age of synthetic biology and geo-
engineering. James J. Hughes, “Biopolitics,” in Keywords for Environmental Studies (New York: NYU
Press, 2016), 22-24, https://www.]jstor.org/stable/j.ctt15zcSkw.11.
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As we will see in the coming pages, scholars writing about arts and environment, including Yates
McKee and T.J. Demos, draw on Michel Foucault to reference the biopolitical when discussing
the complex role of contemporary artists who engage environmental issues.2! While Foucault
does not explicitly mention environmentalism, for McKee, the connection is clear: the struggle
waged by grassroots activists and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) as they make
demands for certain life sustaining rights from various state, national and international governing
bodies is a struggle that takes place in the realm of the biopolitical. As he writes,
It (the planet) has been bound up with a model of ecosystemic feedback loops between
populations, territories and resources in need of adjustment and management at both
national and international levels—an expanded field of biopower, in the precise sense
given to the this term by Michel Foucault when he characterized it as that which “brought
life and its mechanisms into the realm of explicit calculation.”22
As we will see, for both Demos and McKee, today’s environmental art practitioners bear a
responsibility to move beyond the niche of one-dimensional ecological or environmental issues
to deal with the realities of how power and inequity shape our relationship to human and extra-

human natures. Engaging the nuances of state power through a biopolitical lens is one way to do

this.

21 Yates McKee, “Art and the Ends of Environmentalism: From Biosphere to the Right to Survival,” in
Nongovernmental Politics, ed. Michel Feher, Gaélle Krikorian, and Yates McKee (New York: Zone
Books, 2007), 583-639; T. J. Demos, Decolonizing Nature: Contemporary Art and the Politics of Ecology
(Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016).

22 McKee, “Art and the Ends of Environmentalism,” 551. The Foucault quotation included here comes
from Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New
York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 143. The full passage reads “If one can apply the term bio-history to the
pressures through which the movements of life and the processes of history interfere with one another,
one would have to speak of bio-power to designate what brought life and its mechanisms into the realm of
explicit calculations and made knowledge-power an agent of transformation of human life. It is not that
life has been totally integrated into techniques that govern and administer it; it constantly escapes them.” I
find this aside on “constant escape” to be an intriguing one, and resonant with what Jason W. Moore
refers to as “the taming cycle”, wherein “the more natural processes are tamed, the more they spin out of
control, provoking new and more aggressive taming measures.” Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life,
273-274.
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Challenging Binaries: Returning to a Grounding in Ecofeminism

With this exploration of nomenclature behind us, we’ll return to critical ecosocial art’s binary-
breaking orientation. As we will see, dispelling, shifting or softening the boundaries that solidify
and stabilize modern, Western human identity is also an essential responsibility for today’s
environmentally-oriented artists. Poking holes in the veneer that sets (certain) humans apart as
rational individuals living outside of and dominant over the rest of nature can be a powerful
move. It can destabilize and disturb conventional interpretations that normalize business as usual
trajectories of infinite progress and growth, trajectories which occur at the expense of extra-
human natures and the majority of humans who are intimately entangled with it. There are
various lineages in which to ground a challenge to dualistic thinking, including, as Demos points
out, various indigenous cosmologies that never conceived of nature and culture as separate
entities to begin with.23 While I will address this perspective later, for now, one solid and
relevant place to start given the concerns of this paper is the weaving together of

environmentalism and feminist thought in the form of ecofeminism.

As chronicled by Greta Gaard, both in her recent book Critical Ecofeminism and in a series of
articles published over the past two decades, the basic tenets of ecofeminism were forged in the

1980s.24 She outlines how the field solidified out of overlapping concerns in feminist research

23 Demos, Decolonizing Nature, 23.

24 Greta Gaard, Critical Ecofeminism (Latham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2017); Greta Gaard, “From
Cli-Fi to Critical Ecofeminism,” 2014, https://www.academia.edu/25924087/From Cli-

Fi to Critical Ecofeminism; Greta Gaard, “Ecofeminism Revisited: Rejecting Essentialism and Re-
Placing Species in a Material Feminist Environmentalism,” Feminist Formations 23,no. 2 (2011): 26-53;
Greta Gaard, “Toward a Queer Ecofeminism,” Hypatia 12, no. 1 (February 1, 1997): 114-37, https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1527-2001.1997.tb00174 x.



https://www.academia.edu/25924087/From_Cli-Fi_to_Critical_Ecofeminism
https://www.academia.edu/25924087/From_Cli-Fi_to_Critical_Ecofeminism
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1527-2001.1997.tb00174.x
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and various movements for public health and social justice. It came to prominence in the early
1990s, then rapidly fell out of favor after being critiqued as essentialist.25 Turmoil in the field and
rifts between key practitioners lead to its fracture, and by the end of the 1990s the term
ecofeminism was largely discarded. Even so, many of its foundational concepts, based in “the
uncovering of linked oppressions of gender, ecology, race, species, and nation” were not
forgotten.26 Rather they were renamed and reapportioned in an attempt to gain distance from the
downfall of cultural feminism and certain branches of ecofeminist thought associated with it. In
Gaard’s account, this aspect of feminist thought had been roundly and accurately critiqued for its

commitment to gender essentialism.?

In tracing the evolution of ecofeminism in the 1980s and early 1990s, Gaard sketches a vibrant
and diverse range of practitioners working in this period, many bridging scholarship and
activism. Activists used ecofeminist perspectives to link militarism, corporatism and energy
sustainability in the peace and antinuclear movements in England, and to ground feminist actions

for forest preservation and indigenous sovereignty on the West Coast of the United States.2

25 For an overview of the various flavors of essentialism critiqued in the 1980s and 1990s, see Charlotte
Witt, “Anti-Essentialism in Feminist Theory,” Philosophical Topics 23, no. 2 (1995): 321-44. For an
analysis of the subtleties of essentialist versus other forms of ecofeminism, see: Kari Marie Norgaard,
“The Essentialism of Ecofeminism and the Real,” Organization & Environment, no. 4 (1998): 492. For an
analysis of the performative and socially constructed nature of gender, see Judith Butler, “Performative
Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory,” Theatre Journal 40,
no. 4 (1988): 519-31, https://doi.org/10.2307/3207893.

26 Gaard, “Ecofeminism Revisited,” 28.

271bid., 31. As Gaard describes it, “Focusing on the celebration of goddess spirituality and the critique of
patriarchy advanced in cultural ecofeminism, poststructuralist and other third-wave feminisms portrayed
all ecofeminisms as an exclusively essentialist equation of women with nature, discrediting
ecofeminism’s diversity of arguments and standpoints.” This diversity is still being reclaimed today.

28 Erica Smith, “Reclaim the Earth. Women Speak Out for Life on Earth. Léonie Caldecott and Stephanie
Leland (Eds.).,” Atlantis: Critical Studies in Gender, Culture & Social Justice 12,n0. 2 (April 1, 1987):
124-25.
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Ecofeminist attentiveness to early developments in public health and environmental justice
related to Lois Gibbs’s Love Canal activism in upstate New York helped further refine the
justice-oriented direction of the field. Global perspectives arrived via the voices of activist
scholars like Vandana Shiva and Bina Agarwal, who were engaged with anticolonial
environmental movements in India, particularly the Chipko movement.2® Also relevant here are
the many robust critiques developed in reference to what Gaard describes as “the male-
dominated Western environmentalisms, deep ecology...and bioregionalism.”3 Here we see an
intersection with critiques of place coming out of ecocriticism and environmental humanities,

which will be addressed shortly.

We’ll return to the foundational contributions of ecofeminism throughout the coming pages, but
in summary, major thinkers in ecofeminism, from Carolyn Merchant to Val Plumwood to Stacy
Alaimo, continue to be relevant today, and many early works from the 1980s and 1990s are being
revisited. The knee-jerk reaction against ecofeminism still lingers, but it may be dissipating. The
concepts it forged are certainly having a renaissance in fields from the environmental humanities
to critical animal studies. As scholars in these fields explore the intersection of gender, class, and
indigeneity in relationship to racism, sexism, classism, colonialism and speciesism, they rely on

concepts and insights growing out of feminist and ecofeminist thought. I will draw on expand on

29 Bina Agarwal, “The Gender and Environment Debate: Lessons from India,” Feminist Studies 18, no. 1
(1992): 119-58, https://doi.org/10.2307/3178217; Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva, Ecofeminism, 1st
Edition (London: Zed Books, 1993); T. J. Byres, “Chipko, the Environment, Ecofeminism and Populism/
Neopopulism,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 25,n0. 4 (July 1, 1998): 33-35, https://doi.org/
10.1080/03066159808438682;

30 Gaard, “Ecofeminism Revisited,” 30.
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https://doi.org/10.1080/03066159808438682

19 of 147

the various ways these ideas inform and can be applied to the evolution of critical ecosocial art in

the coming pages.

An Explanation for Temporal, Geographic and Thematic Scope (with Asides on Place and Time)

For the artistic practices covered in Section 4, I will focus on artworks that help delineate the
evolution of critical ecosocial art. Additionally, I will single out works that intervene in the land
in a physical, rooted and/or engage plant life in a material sense. Reasons for this filter will be
elaborated on in the coming pages. For now I will simply state that the (relatively recent,
Western) tendency to regard plants as decorative, passive, and inert rather than agential, lively
beings is one indicator of a profound disconnect from a reciprocal understanding of human
entanglement with earth systems. There are many laudable environmental art actions, practices
and objects that will be excluded by this filter. There is essential work taking place on issues
from global petrocultures to indigenous land rights that resonate deeply with my notions of
critical ecosocial art.3! However, a filter that accumulates only those works that engage
physically with plants and/or soil allows me to sharpen my focus while also interrogating what
Michael Marder has described as the historic marginalization of plants within Western

philosophy and culture .32 As outlined by scholars of critical ecofeminism and critical plant

31 Examples include collaborative projects like the Natural History Museum and Liberate Tate that
address the complicity of cultural institutions in taking funding from climate change deniers and
petroleum companies, to artists working on issues of indigenous sovereignty, as seen in Urusula Biemann
and Paulo Taveras’ Forest Law/Selva Juridica and Anishnaabe artist Rebecca Belmore’s Ayum-ee-aawach
Oomama-mowan: Speaking to Their Mother. See: The Natural History Museum, 2014-ongoing, http://
thenaturalhistorymuseum.org/; Liberate Tate,2010-ongoing, http://www .liberatetate.org.uk/; Paulo
Taveras and Ursula Biemann, Forest Law/Selva Juridica, 2014, 2 channel video essay, photo-text
assemblage, artist book, 38 minutes, https://www.geobodies.org/art-and-videos/forest-law; Rebecca
Belmore, Ayum-Ee-Aawach Oomama-Mowan: Speaking to Their Mother, 1991, Sound installation -
wood, megaphone, 1991, http://www.rebeccabelmore.com/exhibit/Speaking-to-Their-Mother.html.

32 Michael Marder, Plant-Thinking: A Philosophy of Vegetal Life (Columbia University Press, 2013).
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studies, this marginalization is integrally connected to issues of colonialism, patriarchy,
ecological degradation and environmental justice.3? Throughout I will draw heavily on strands of
theory and practice that inform what I’ve termed intersectional environmentalism, an aspirational
valence for mainstream environmentalism to reach that employs feminist, environmental justice
and decolonial approaches to the wicked problems of living well together in the face of
encroaching climate chaos. I will elaborate on the precedents and framing of this term in the
coming pages. The artworks I've selected to analyze are those that help illuminate the character
of this hoped for intersectional environmentalism, many doing so through their failures or

blindspots as much as their strengths and achievements.

With a few exceptions, I will limit the geographic scope of my review to work produced in a
North American context, often an urban one, and the temporal scope to works produced since
1960. Work included will frequently engage with global concerns related to climate change,
environmental justice, colonialism and nationalism, but I will use the microcosm of local, place-
based work to examine these themes. I will refer to a sampling of works produced under different
conditions across the globe to compare and contextualize cases from the North American
context, but given my interest in site-specificity and the role of place, I feel it is most effective to

focus on work for which I understand the local milieu more readily. Practices that are visible

33 Critical plant wtudies (CPS) is an emerging field of scholarship that makes that case for vegetal life as
the next frontier in challenging anthropocentric and patriarchal understandings of the hierarchy of life. It
finds its genesis in the work of philosopher Michael Marder but also has roots in critical animal studies
and multispecies ethnography. Critical ecofeminists and intersectional feminists are often overlooked for
their contributions to these fields by scholars who relate more directly to new materialist and object
oriented ontology trajectories. The same argument can be made with regard to CPS, so I will take care to
note when ecofeminist thinking is paralleled by or overlooked in relation to CPS. For an overview of the
evolution of CPS in relationship to visual art, see the introduction of Prudence Gibson’s recent book, The
Plant Contract: Art’s Return to Vegetal Life (Brill Rodopi, 2018), 1-20, https://brill.com/abstract/title/
35267
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globally are often those that appear in the international biennial and festival circuit, where, with
some exceptions, spectacle and art-as-destination are rewarded, while intimate and understated
connections to community and place are more difficult to achieve. Any attempt to understand
how community-based practices function on their home turf would require more extensive
(ideally on the ground) research. As a practitioner of critical ecosocial art with a commitment to
reflexivity in the feminist sense, I am committed to acknowledging my situated perspective as a
white, female, mid-career artist and academic based in the North Eastern United States. I see
plenty of nuance and complexity to explore, and privilege and positionality to interrogate, in

limiting my scope to critical ecosocial work produced in a North American context.

Temporally, a close focus on a range of works produced between 1960 and today will allow me
to examine and analyze the evolution of what is commonly described as the modern
environmental movement. The formation of this movement brings together strands emerging out
of the growing field of ecosystem science, the legacy of the particularly North American

wilderness ethic with its roots in the colonial era and manifest destiny, and the growing
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imperative to integrate global, decolonial, feminist and justice-based frameworks into our

understanding of environmental politics and movements today.3*

The artworks I’ve selected provide the opportunity to examine the give and take between
mainstream environmentalism, ecology, and justice. While I’ll draw on a diverse range of texts to
supplement and fill in narratives of how environmentalism and environmental art have developed
over the past half century, there are several texts I will refer to regularly to aid in this endeavor.
These include Yates McKee’s detailed and well-researched 2004 article Art and the Ends of
Environmentalism, Sue Spaid’s series of insightful essays and timelines included in the Green
Acres catalog in 2012, and T.J. Demos’ 2016 book Decolonizing Nature: Contemporary Art and
the Politics of Nature. Each of these texts takes a macro view on the interaction between culture,
extra-human natures, environmentalism and aesthetic practice, while also providing analysis of
key artworks, exhibitions and events from 1960 to today. Even as I refer to texts from a wide
range of sources and disciplines, I will use these survey texts as a baseline from which to

compare and contrast.

34 The American wilderness ethic refers both to an attitude that only “wild” (i.e. unpeopled) landscapes
are worth preserving, and to a period of time in the development of environmental consciousness that
Ramachandra Guha describes as par of the “first wave” of environmentalism in the United States, when
beginning in the late 1800s, advocates like John Muir and later Aldo Leopold lamented the disappearing
American frontier and called for the establishment of protected wilderness zones in the form of the
nation’s first national parks. While we owe much to this movement in terms of contemporary access to
undeveloped land, of course, as Guha points out, the backstory for the push for wilderness conservation
was “the despoliation of the American continent by the westward movement of European settlers™ as they
carried out the young nation’s “manifest destiny.” Unpeopled so-called wilderness only existed in post-
genocide setting where indigenous peoples were either killed or contained. The problematic nature of the
wilderness ideal is thoroughly explored in William Cronin’s influential essay “The Trouble with
Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature.” Ramachandra Guha, Environmentalism: A Global
History, 1 edition (New York: Pearson, 1999), 49; Cronon, William, ed. “The Trouble with Wilderness; or,
Getting Back to the Wrong Nature.” In Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, 1st
edition., 69-90. New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996.
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An Aside on Place: Global Flows and Local Realities

In reference to geographic scope, I mentioned the role of place and context specificity in my own
practice and in the works I will be reviewing. As place is actually a multifaceted term with its
own set of associations, it is worth a brief pause to explain why I’ve invoked it and how I hope it
functions here. In many strains of environmentally-oriented discourse, “cultivating a sense of
place” between the individual and the environment they inhabit is portrayed as inherently
positive and worth pursuing.>> Accompanying this orientation is a robust narrative suggesting
environmental degradation is due in some part to human alienation from longterm, cyclical
exposure to the local rhythms of extra-human natures. Reconnecting in a physical, sensorial way
to the so-called natural patterns that define a particular geographic location is presented as
ameliorative of this alienation, leading to better stewardship of the ecosystem. Well known
proponents of this position range from bio-regionalists Wendell Berry and Kirkpatrick Sale to
deep ecologists Bill Devall and George Sessions.>* While many of these tenants play an
important role in eco-art and mainstream environmentalism, there is cause to question them in

certain scenarios, especially in terms of their relationship to questions of global equity.3?

My interpretation of the term, while informed by my own hands-on practice in shifting urban

ecosystems, resonates closely with more critical interpretations of place I’ve encountered in

35 “5 Tips for Cultivating a Sense of Place This Summer,” Northwest Earth Institute, July 12, 2016,
https://nwei.org/5-tips-cultivating-sense-place-summer/; “Cultivating Your Sense of Place,” News Item,
Deschutes Land Trust, accessed November 18, 2018, https://www.deschuteslandtrust.org/news/blog/2017-
blog-posts/cultivating-sense-of-place;

36 Wendell Berry, Home Economics (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1987); Kirkpatrick Sale, Dwellers
in the Land: The Bioregional Vision (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000); Bill Devall and George
Sessions, Deep Ecology: Living as If Nature Mattered (Salt Lake City, Utah: Gibbs Smith, 2001).

37 Ramachandra Guha, “Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A Third World
Critique,” Environmental Ethics 11,n0. 1 (1989): 82.
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certain strains of ecocriticism and the environmental humanities. While I won’t be able to go into
an analysis of place and its role in the shifting terrain of these fields in any depth, I find the
critiques of localism and bioregionalism, often core to mainstream environmentalism, to be quite
useful. Ecocritic Ursula Heise and anthropologist Anna Tsing both echo feminist geographer
Deborah Massey when they address the implications of cultivating a highly localized and
enduring sense of place in the context of environmental consciousness.3® While there are
distinctions among their approaches, in short, they each call for an understanding of place that is
fluid. Used in this valence, place is a “meeting place” (Massey’s term) in time between biotic and
abiotic elements at a specific geographic location.? This meeting place forms a unique
confluence, but is not harshly delimited in time or space, and takes into context global

connectivity as relevant to the character of a place.

For Tsing, Heise, and Massey, places have soft edges that shift based on the criteria or tools one
uses to analyze them. Tsing finds a multilayered approach to place that evolves over time in the
naturalcultural landscape of Swidden agriculture in Indonesia. In this continually shifting

landscape, the continuity of place, while clear to indigenous locals, is invisible to outsiders who

38 Ursula Heise, Sense of Place and Sense of Planet: The Environmental Imagination of the Global
(Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography
of Global Connection (Princeton University Press, 2011); Doreen Massey, Space, Place, and Gender,
NED-New edition (University of Minnesota Press, 1994), https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.cttttw2z.

39 Doreen Massey, “A Global Sense of Place,” in Space, Place, and Gender, NED-New edition
(University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 153, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.cttttw2z. As Massey
describes it, place is also inherently social. While outside of the scope of what I can explore here, I'm
interested in contemplating how multispecies sociality contributes to her framing of place: “It is, indeed, a
meeting place. Instead then, of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around, they can be imagined
as articulated moments in networks of social relations and understandings, but where a larger proportion
of those relations, experiences and understandings are constructed on a far larger scale than what we
happen to define for that moment as the place itself, whether that be a street, or a region or even a
continent. And this in turn allows a sense of place which is extroverted, which includes a consciousness of
its links with the wider world, which integrates in a positive way the global and the local.”
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apply a Western lens of private property and strong, static divisions between land that is
cultivated agriculturally and so-called wild places.* Like Tsing, Heise emphasizes the
significance of connecting the local and the global. She argues for complementing “a sense of
place” with “a sense of planet,” an ethic she terms “eco-cosmopolitanism.”#! She acknowledges
that the process of “deterritorialization” that is occurring as individuals, communities and whole
populations become more transient— both through choice and due to the pressures of unrest and
global climate change —1is a challenge for forms of environmentalism based on localized
understandings of place:
The challenge deterritorialization poses for the environmental imagination, therefore, is
to envision how ecologically based advocacy on behalf of the nonhuman world as well
as on behalf of greater socioenvironmental justice might be formulated in terms that are
premised no longer primarily on ties to local places but on ties to territories and systems
that are understood to encompass the planet as a whole.*?
I appreciate this fluid understanding of place on multiple levels. Certainly the emphasis on
intertwined local and global naturalcultural flows is relevant to my aspirations for ecosocial art,
and is important as we figure out how to respond to a rapidly changing climate. Additionally,
these critical articulations of place are helpful in countering understandings of place that
privilege purity, stability and stasis. A focus on place that prioritizes its enduring features, be they
people, architecture, or nonhuman life forms, can be used to stoke reactionary, xenophobic

sentiments, whether at local or national scales. Forms of environmentalism that are nationalist or

even fascist in their attempts to limit or manipulate migration and population shifts, both in

40 Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, “A History of Weediness,” in Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection
(Princeton University Press, 2011), 171-202.

41 Heise, Sense of Place and Sense of Planet, 50-53.

42 Ibid., 8.
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human and nonhuman populations, are buoyed by such interpretations of place.*3 As Heise notes,
“The political consequences, therefor, of encouraging people to develop a sense of place, are far
from straightforward and predictable, and environmentalists need to be aware that place
awareness can be deployed in the service of political ideals they may not find desirable.” Forging
ties to local habitats that encourage stewardship and reciprocity without fomenting protective or
purist approaches can play a role in creating the conditions for just responses to those seeking

refuge in the face of shifting ranges of habitability.

Additionally, the shift to a fluid, dynamic perception of place mirrors shifts in ecosystem science
over the past half century. The conception that ecosystems are ideally static and in perfect
balance, only changing when they are negatively influenced by “unnatural” outside forces, has
been gradually debunked within the ecological sciences.** It has been replaced by concepts that
incorporate dynamic flux and disturbance, in which points of stasis do occur, but are embedded
in constant change, especially when looked at over longer periods of time. In popular
environmental consciousness, romantic notions of the biosphere’s homeostasis that may have

lingered are being dramatically challenged as it becomes clear that a roughly 11,000 year period

43 Ibid., 48. For a contemporary analysis of this phenomenon with regard to environmentalism in post-
Brexit Britain, see Out of the Woods, “Lies of the Land: Against and beyond Paul Kingsnorth’s Volkisch
Environmentalism,” libcom.org, March 31, 2017, http://libcom.org/blog/lies-land-against-beyond-paul-
kingsnorth’s-volkisch-environmentalism-31032017. The connection to indigeneity is complex in such
scenarios, as historical indigenous human populations maybe held up as ideals, even as their current
struggles for sovereignty maybe overlooked.

44 Heise, 63.
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of relative climactic stability referred to as the Holocene is coming to a close.*> As ecologists
move away from models of homeostasis as the “natural” state of ecosystems and the global
biosphere, some are looking back at the Holocene to reassess its climate patterns. Of course this
unit of geologic time has seen the global growth and expansion of the human population. It
covers the time period when agriculture and eventually urban civilization became widespread in
the wake of the last ice age, which coincided with beginning of the Holocene.*¢ Recent research,
while still preliminary, suggests that this relative stability was the result of human activity in the
form of increasing production of carbon dioxide and methane, which offset the arrival of the next

ice age.*’

An Aside on Time: Debating the So-Called Anthropocene
While Holocene stability is still debated, more widely agreed upon is the notion that Earth is
entering a period of climate change that is linked to human activity, described in the scientific

literature as “anthropogenic global warming” (AGW).*8 Framing the impending (and some

45 While often used colloquially to refer to recent human history, the Holocene is actually a
“chronostratigraphic unit” referring to the body of strata (sedimented rock layers) formed during a
specific interval of geologic time stratigraphers (geologists who read the rock record) have defined as
distinct from the previous Pleistocene Epoch. Recently ice core studies have been submitted as an
additional method for establishing a precise date for the Pleistocene-Holocene Boundary, dating it to
11,700 before AD 2000. Mike Walker et al., “The Global Stratotype Section and Point (GSSP) for the
Base of the Holocene Series/Epoch (Quaternary System/Period) in the NGRIP Ice Core” 31, no. 2 (June
2008): 264-67.

46 Christopher R. Gignoux, Brenna M. Henn, and Joanna L. Mountain, “Rapid, Global Demographic
Expansions after the Origins of Agriculture,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the
United States of America 108, no. 15 (April 12,2011): 6044—49, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.
0914274108.

47 Jeff Tollefson, “The 8,000-Year-Old Climate Puzzle,” Nature, March 25, 2011, https://doi.org/10.1038/
news.2011.184.

48 Dana Nuccitelli, “Is the Climate Consensus 97%, 99.9%, or Is Plate Tectonics a Hoax?,” The Guardian,
May 3,2017, sec. Environment, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-consensus-97-per-

cent/2017/may/03/is-the-climate-consensus-97-999-or-is-plate-tectonics-a-hoax.
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would argue already extant) phenomenon as “climate chaos”, recent reports suggest that the
demise of climatic stability will involve not just “global warming” but also generally less stable,
more unpredictable climate patterns with effects ranging from more extreme and frequent storms
to sea level rise to ocean acidification.*® Also associated with these climactic trends is a massive
die off of species diversity that has been called the Sixth Extinction.’® Overwhelming
propositions like these challenge us to envision periods of time that reach well beyond the
duration of a single human life. Throughout the last half century, environmental artists have
taken up this challenge, which, in recent parlance, is often referred to as engaging “deep time.”!
This thematic current brings us to another temporal phenomenon that can’t be ignored when

discussing the topics at hand: the arrival of the so-called Anthropocene.

The basic premise for the Anthropocene term comes out of stratigraphy, the practice of reading
the rock record to make guesses and determinations about Earth’s history. Stratigraphers divide
this history into sections, like the Holocene, based on clearly demarcated divisions in the rock
record. These may be in the form of layers of sediment or ash, or sudden changes in the diversity
and quantity of fossilized life, each indicating a major shift in biospheric conditions across the

globe. When stratigraphers can date these clearly distinctive layers in the rock record and attach

49 Jonathan Watts Global environment editor, “We Have 12 Years to Limit Climate Change Catastrophe,
Warns UN,” The Guardian, October 8, 2018, sec. Environment, https://www.theguardian.com/
environment/2018/oct/08/global-warming-must-not-exceed-15c-warns-landmark-un-report; “Climate
Chaos to Continue in 2018, UN Chief Warns; Will the World Rise to Challenge?,” United Nations: UN
News (blog), March 29, 2018, https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/03/1006271.

50 Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History, 1st edition (New York: Henry Holt and
Co.,2014).

51 Elizabeth Ellsworth, Jamie Kruse, and Reg Beatty, Making the Geologic Now: Responses to Material
Conditions of Contemporary Life (New York: Punctum Books, 2013); Vincent lalenti, “Embracing ‘Deep
Time’ Thinking,” NPR.Org (blog), September 18, 2014, https://www.npr.org/sections/

13.7/2014/09/28/351692717/embracing-deep-time-thinking.
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them to a period of climactic change, they identify the layer as a Global Boundary Stratotype
Section and Point (GSSP)— with the base point colloquially known as a “golden spike” or

“boundary marker” —and declare it to be the start of a new geologic time period.>2

While there are earlier precedents for related terms, the Anthropocene’s current use can be traced
to the year 2000, when geochemist Paul Crutzen made an apparently off-the-cuff proposition at a
climate conference.’3 Frustrated with constant references to the Holocene, he suggested that
given the current impact of humans on the global ecosystem, the Anthropocene would be more
appropriate.>* Translated variously as the “Age of Man” or the “Age of Human Impact,” the term
reflects the hypothesis that Earth is entering a period of geologic time in which “the collective

impact of human activities is sufficient to significantly alter the conditions of life.”5

Stratigraphers have quibbled over the meaning and efficacy of this move since the day it was
proposed, and the debates are ongoing. Many agree that humans are unquestionably the biggest
geologic force in play today, but some argue that our impacts won’t translate into a significant

mark in the rock record, which is key for establishing the golden spike that designates a new

52 Colin N. Waters et al., “Global Boundary Stratotype Section and Point (GSSP) for the Anthropocene
Series: Where and How to Look for Potential Candidates,” Earth-Science Reviews 178 (March 1, 2018):
379429, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.earscirev.2017.12.016.

53 Will Steffen et al., “The Anthropocene: Conceptual and Historical Perspectives,” Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London A: Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences 369,
no. 1938 (March 13, 2011): 842-67, https://doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2010.0327.

54 Elizabeth Kolbert, “Enter the Anthropocene — Age of Man,” National Geographic, 2011, https://
www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2011/03/age-of-man/.

55 Noel Castree, “Anthropocene and Planetary Boundaries,” in International Encyclopedia of Geography
(American Cancer Society, 2016): 1, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118786352.wbieg0027.
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epoch.’® While it remains unclear if hypothetical future stratigraphers might detect a proliferation
of chicken bones and plastic particles, or a signature of radioactivity from nuclear testing, many
have found the utility of the term to be worth pursuing outside of its geological context. The
concept has gained widespread currency beyond stratigraphic circles, from the life sciences more

generally to the humanities.’’7 In all quarters it has been widely debated.

In the humanities the term initially seemed a welcome umbrella under which to bring together
wide-ranging concerns around climate change, consumerism, biodiversity loss, technological
progress, and the future of life on earth. Under such an umbrella, these issues can be tackled
jointly from diverse corners, bringing fields like art, science and technology studies,
environmental humanities and environmental history into dialogue with evolutionary biology,
geology and climate science. From the early 2010’s interdisciplinary conferences, exhibitions
and special issues abounded and as they did, so did the critiques.’® These began with the charge
that the term is anthropocentric, once again centering humans even in its attempt to point out our

damaging impact on the biosphere.’® Others proposed alternative terms, from the Capitalocene to

56 Will Steffen, Paul J. Crutzen, and John R. McNeill, “The Anthropocene: Are Humans Now
Overwhelming the Great Forces of Nature?,” Ambio 36, no. 8 (2007): 614-21.

57 Castree, “Anthropocene and Planetary Boundaries,” 5, 8-10.

58 “The Anthropocene Campus 2014,” Anthropocene Curriculum, accessed November 19, 2018, https://
www.anthropocene-curriculum.org/pages/root/campus-2014/; “Anthropocene Feminism | April 10-12,
2014,” Center for 21st Century Studies, accessed November 19, 2018, https://c21luwm.com/
anthropocene/; Eleanor Heartney, “Art for the Anthropocene Era,” Art in America, January 30, 2014,
https://www.artinamericamagazine.com/news-features/magazines/art-for-the-anthropocene-era/; D. De
Cristofaro and D. Cordle, “Introduction: The Literature of the Anthropocene,” C21 Literature: Journal of
21st-Century Writings 6 (February 12, 2018), https://doi.org/10.16995/c21.73.

59 Eileen C. Crist, “On the Poverty of Our Nomenclature,” in Anthropocene or Capitalocene? : Nature,
History, and the Crisis of Capitalism, ed. Jason W. Moore, 1 edition (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2016),
14-33.
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the Plantationocene, arguing for a label that doesn’t universalize blame on all of humanity, but
rather singles out the dynamics of power and influence leading to environmental degradation and
its unequal burden on poor and marginalized communities and populations.® Still others called
for aspirational renamings in the form of the Chthulucene or the Eocene, striving, as Donna
Haraway has suggested, to “make the Anthropocene as thin as possible” and reach some better

future on the other side 9!

In addition to challenges to the concept as a whole, there have been disputes about when the
Anthropocene begins, and the implications of various dates for placing the golden spike
demarcating its start. The standard for other boundary markers has been one of a “clear
synchronous signal” that forms a “distinctive stratigraphic boundary” in sedimentary layers of
rock around the world.%? All prior boundaries have been defined in periods of time that predate
written historical records. This will be the first golden spike to be embedded in a time period for
which we have a written historical record and firsthand sense of the naturalcultural context. As

Heather Davis and Zoe Todd point out, writing from feminist and indigenous perspectives, this

60 Jason W. Moore, “The Capitalocene, Part I: On the Nature and Origins of Our Ecological Crisis,” The
Journal of Peasant Studies 44, no. 3 (May 4, 2017): 594630, https://doi.org/
10.1080/03066150.2016.1235036; Donna Haraway, “Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene,
Chthulucene: Making Kin,” Environmental Humanities 6 (May 1, 2015), https://doaj.org.

61 Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, First Edition edition
(Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2016), 100; Richard Steiner, “From Anthropocene To Ecocene
By 2050?,” Huffington Post (blog), October 18, 2017, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/from-
anthropocene-to-ecocene-by-2050 us 59e7b66cedb0e60c4aa3678c¢.

62 Colin N. Waters et al., “Global Boundary Stratotype Section and Point (GSSP) for the Anthropocene
Series: Where and How to Look for Potential Candidates,” Earth-Science Reviews 178 (March 1, 2018):
379-80, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.earscirev.2017.12.016.
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means the chosen date will have political implications.®? In an article originally drafted
specifically for the committee members of the Anthropocene Working Group (AWG), who will
make the ultimate decision, they elaborate on the implications of a range of dates, from the 1950s
and the advent of the great acceleration (the timing preferred by the AWG) to the onset of the
industrial revolution, to the 1610 “Orbis Spike,” based on the sudden elevation of carbon dioxide
levels that occurred due to the genocide of indigenous people’s throughout the Americas.®* For
Davis and Todd, this latter date is the most in-sync with their epistemological perspective, one
that foregrounds a decolonial approach that takes into account the differential responsibility
among more and less powerful groups of humans. They seek a date that highlights the role of
colonialism and capitalism without placing blame on “humanity” as a whole.
The Anthropocene is the epoch under which ‘humanity’ — but more accurately,
petrochemical companies and those invested in and profiting from petrocapitalism and
colonialism — have had such a large impact on the planet that radionuclides, coal,
plutonium, plastic, concrete, genocide and other markers are now visible in the geologic
strata.63
As I will elaborate on shortly, for me their logic fits with Alexis Shotwell’s impetus for settlers in

(post)colonial settings to take part in relational memory practices that acknowledge complicity

and complexity on a community level.%¢ A global geologic period named in a way that

63 Heather Davis and Zoe Todd, “On the Importance of a Date, or, Decolonizing the Anthropocene,”
ACME: An International Journal for Critical Geographies 16, no. 4 (December 20,2017): 761-80.

64 Ibid., 767. Drawing on Lewis and Maslin, they note that in 1492 there were between 54 to 61 million
peoples in the Americas and by 1650 that number had dropped to roughly 6 million. Simon L. Lewis and
Mark A. Maslin, “Defining the Anthropocene,” Nature 519, no. 7542 (March 2015): 171-80, https://
doi.org/10.1038/nature14258.

65 Heather Davis and Zoe Todd, “On the Importance of a Date, or, Decolonizing the Anthropocene,”
ACME: An International Journal for Critical Geographies 16, no. 4 (December 20,2017): 765.

66 Alexis Shotwell, Against Purity: Living Ethically in Compromised Times, 1 edition (Minneapolis: Univ
Of Minnesota Press, 2016).
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acknowledges colonial violence, while couched in the language and structure of the colonial state
apparatus, would provide a sizable community indeed with whom to recall colonial horrors in

service of building a more just future.¢’

While a deeper analysis of the many proposals and practices growing out of the Anthropocene
debate is beyond the scope of this section, I will return to the implications of this narrative of
deep time futures and pasts as we explore the precedents for and practices of critical ecosocial
art. As demonstrated in the work of Davis and Todd, some of the most insightful and incisive
critiques of the mainstream environmental imaginary, whether Anthropocene-related or
otherwise, have come out of the intersection between feminism and decolonial practices. This
leads me to the final theoretical device I’1l be using to explore the evolution of critical ecosocial

art: intersectional environmentalism.

Intersectional Environmentalism: Overlapping Oppressions and Optimisms

67 It can’t be denied that the all powerful International Council on Stratigraphy, run as it is by
predominantly by white men from locations in Europe and North America, is an institutional structure
ripe for decolonization. See Kate Raworth, “Must the Anthropocene Be a Manthropocene?,” The
Guardian, October 20, 2014, sec. Opinion, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/oct/20/

anthropocene-working-group-science-gender-bias.
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As we explore precedents and practices related to critical ecosocial art, I will refer frequently to
an aspirational form of environmentalism that is intersectional in nature.® To fully flesh out what
I mean by this will require a more in depth look at the history and present status of the
environmental movement, both its radical offshoots and its more mainstream iterations. I will
relate that story throughout Section 3, but here I would like to preface that analysis with a
summary of what I mean by intersectional. This will provide a solid foundation from which to

explore what it means to modify environmentalism with this descriptor.

68 Precedents for my use of “intersectional environmentalism” are scant but informative. A Google
Scholar search pulls up mostly references to intersectional ecofeminism and intersectional climate justice
rather than “environmentalism”. One intriguing use of the term comes from a 2012 review of Rob
Nixon’s Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, where Wenzel notes that intersectional
environmentalism is one of several “suggestive concepts not fully developed” in Nixon’s influential book.
I’ll address some of the core concerns of Nixon’s bridging of postcolonial theory and environmentalism
when I address colonial, postcolonial and decolonial theory. Here I'll note that I can only find one place
where Nixon uses the term, and that is in Chapter 4, the only chapter that explicitly addresses gender.
Discussing Kenya’s Greenbelt Movement (a woman-lead tree-planting activist project co-founded by
Wangari Maathi), Nixon describes how Maathi and her cohort “made strategic used of what one might
call ‘intersectional environmentalism,” broadening their base and credibility by aligning themselves with
—and stimulating—other civil rights campaigns...for women’s rights, for the release of political
prisoners, and for greater political transparency.” As Nixon explains, he employs “intersectional
environmentalism” as a way of distinguishing the women’s activist tree-planting from the conservation
practices of the colonial state. This resonates with my use of the term, which I apply partially in order to
contest versions of mainstream environmentalism that seek to preserve a stagnant vision of “nature” as a
pristine recreation site for the affluent, an idea I’ll expand upon later. As an additional precedent, there are
a handful of blog posts and articles in the popular press that use the term, and I find a thread of
intersectional environmentalism under another name in the current reawakening of MLK’s Poor People’s
Campaign and recent calls for a “Green New Deal” in the United States. These revivals call for the fight
on poverty to encompass racial, gender, climate and environmental equity as all are implicated in a
struggle against the inequities of late capitalism. Jennifer Wenzel, “Slow Violence and the
Environmentalism of the Poor,” Safundi 13, no. 3—4 (July 1, 2012): 439-43, https://doi.org/
10.1080/17533171.2012.716933; Rob Nixon, “Slow Violence, Gender, and the Environmentalism of the
Poor,” in Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University
Press, 2011), 128-149. See “intersectional environmentalism” discussed on pages 138—41; Adam Ramsay,
“My Environmentalism Will Be Intersectional or It Will Be Bullshit,” OpenDemocracyUK (blog), March
25,2014, http://www.opendemocracy.net/ourkingdom/adam-ramsay/my-environmentalism-will-be-
intersectional-or-it-will-be-bullshit; “Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival,” Poor
People’s Campaign, accessed November 11, 2018, https://www.poorpeoplescampaign.org/; Matt Huber,
“Building a ‘Green New Deal’: Lessons From the Original New Deal,” Versobooks.Com (blog), accessed
November 19, 2018, https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4131-building-a-green-new-deal-lessons-from-

the-original-new-deal.
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Grounded in black feminist thought, intersectionality was first used by legal scholar Kimberlé
Crenshaw in 1989, in an influential paper in which she argues that flattened protected categories
systematically oppress black women, not just in legal antidiscrimination cases, but also in
feminist and antiracist scholarship.®® She calls for a multidimensional axis for black feminism
that takes into account diverse, intersecting forms of oppression. Over recent decades the term
has become an essential, if contested and perhaps over-used, analytic for revealing relationships
between difference and oppression.”® While the term may have outlived its usefulness for some, |
find it to be an incisive and efficient way to refer to what feminist scholar Vivian M. May
describes, drawing on Crenshaw, Combahee and Lorde, as “matrix-thinking:”
(Intersectionality) approaches lived identities as intermixed and systems of oppression as
enmeshed and mutually reinforcing: one aspect of identity and/or form of inequality is
not treated as separable or superordinate. The “matrix” worldview contests “single-axis”
forms of thinking about subjectivity and power (Crenshaw 1989), and rejects hierarchies

of identity and oppression (Combahee 1983; Lorde 1984; B. Smith 1983). An
intersectional justice approach is thus wide in scope and inclusive: it repudiates additive

69 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” The University of Chicago Legal
Forum 140 (1989): 139-167.

70 Jennifer C. Nash, “Intersectionality and Its Discontents,” American Quarterly; College Park 69, no. 1
(March 2017): 117-129. While describing what she terms the “intersectionality wars” in which
“everything about intersectionality has been disputed” in debates among feminists, Nash acknowledges
that “intersectionality generates unease even though it has become institutionalized, made into a defining
analytic across the humanities and a core program-building initiative in women’s studies, even as it has
become a theory, method, and analytic used across the humanities and social sciences, and the primary
way that so-called difference is theorized and described.” Nash connects the “unease” she diagnoses to
“anxiety over feminist theory’s key symbol: black woman,” a figure that insists that the interdisciplinary
field of feminist theory tackle gendered racism and radicalized sexism (118).
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notions of identity, assimilationist models of civil rights, and one-dimensional views of
power.’!

An insistence on the inseparability of overlapping oppressions is useful in contesting what I see
as an often uni-dimensional approach to environmentalism, one that tends to bifurcate, divide,
and categorize to the detriment of forming the social and political cohesion required to build
mass movements. In a move that relates to Haraway’s use of naturecultures, May looks to Alison
Bailey’s characterization of how language functions to buttress or undermine an intersectional
lens: “Race and gender should be conceptualized not as ‘race+gender,’ instead they should be
thought of as ‘gendered racism’ or how ‘gender is racialized.” It makes sense to talk about
capitalist patriarchies rather than capitalism and patriarchy.””2 This leads May to the conclusion,
with Bailey, that intersectionality, while rejecting essentialism and universalism, is not divisive
or fragmenting, but rather coalition-oriented: “to contest shared logics across systems of
domination, solidarities need to be forged via mutual commitments, not principles of

homogeneity or sameness.””’3

While themes related to environmental ills go unmentioned in the texts referenced here, the

decolonial, feminist, and justice-based approaches to environmental challenges I appreciate are

71 Vivian M. May, Pursuing Intersectionality, Unsettling Dominant Imaginaries, 1 edition (New York:
Routledge, 2015), 3; Combahee River Collective, “The Combahee River Collective Statement,” in Home
Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology, ed. Barbara Smith (New York, NY: Kitchen Table: Women of Color
Press, 1983), 264—73; Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Crossing Press, 1984).

72 Alison Bailey, “On Intersectionality, Empathy, And Feminist Solidarity: A Reply To Naomi Zack,”
Journal for Peace and Justice Studies 19, no. 1 (2009), 17.

73 May, Pursuing Intersectionality, Unsettling Dominant Imaginaries, 4.
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sympathetically attuned to the logic and practice of intersectionality.” Thus as a means of calling
for an approach to environmentalism that incorporates these logics and practices, I choose
intersectional environmentalism. It allows me to cast a wide net that incorporates feminist
theory’s strengths in defying typological and dualistic thinking, while insisting on the essential
contributions of black feminist thought in establishing practices that are attentive to power and
inequality in ways that emphasize matrix thinking and complexity. As I hope will become
apparent, such an approach is vital to creating an environmentalism that is up to the task of

guiding us through ecological crises with a compass pointed toward justice and mutual thriving.

Starting from Contamination: Complicity, Privilege and Ecological Degradation

Before we jump into the history of environmental and ecological art and move on to close
readings of individual artworks, I’d like to offer one additional theoretical frame that is helpful to
me in conceiving of (and troubling) my own relationship to intersectional environmentalism and
critical ecosocial art. This framing has to do with allyship, privilege, and purity. As a white
woman with myriad privileges, from my educational background to my relatively secure
economic situation, it is incumbent upon me to interrogate how I approach difference and
inequity. While there are many resources and strategies to employ in this exercise, one that

resonates particularly well with the themes covered here comes from Alexis Shotwell’s recent

74 In her wide ranging defense of intersectionality, May reminds us that it’s meant to be a practical,
working theory, one that will continue to develop through practice, not armchair scholarship alone:
“Intersectionality is meant to be applied to real-world problems, to unsettle oppressive logics, to plumb
gaps or silences for suppressed meaning and implications, and to reinvent how we approach liberation
politics. This requires examining intersectionality not merely as a content area, fixed idea, or historical
moment, but as a sustained and ongoing practice, a way of perceiving and engaging the world that runs
against the grain of established (and oppressive) imaginaries.” Ibid., vii-viii.
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book Against Purity: Living Ethically in Compromised Times.”> Writing about colonialism and
ecological degradation from the perspective of a white settler in North America, Shotwell begins
with an acknowledgement that we are all in a state of “living after disturbance, being already
polluted,” asserting that she will “champion the usefulness of thinking about complicity and
compromise as a starting point for action.””¢ In other words, we have to take a clear-eyed look at

where we are, however contaminated, before we can move forward.

For Shotwell, one obstacle to this clear-eyed appraisal of the present is what she describes as
“purism,” a problematic tendency that operates on interconnected physical and ethical levels. She
invokes the obsession with purity as a knee jerk reaction against the complicity and complexity
involved facing contamination, especially among the privileged settler demographic. For
Shotwell, attempts at purity, while impossible, are part of an individualist response that divides
the individual from communal responsibility and the possibility of communal repair, whether on
a physical or political level. The seeker of purity attempts to isolate herself in a bubble she can
control, whether that be built with juice cleanses and meditation, antibacterial hand soap and
climate control, or the disavowal of historical and ongoing injustices wrought by the intersection

of colonialism, racism, sexism, and industrialization. Shotwell cites this focus on individual

75 Shotwell, Against Purity.

76 Ibid., 9. Here Shotwell draws on Anna Tsing, who has also explored the ecology-derived concept of the
“disturbance regime” to invoke our current biopolitical and naturalcultural moment. Searching for “hope
in the ruins”, Tsing writes that “we need to be able to differentiate between forms of disturbance that are
inimical to life and those that offer multispecies opportunities.” Clearly this is related to my own assertion
that artistic practice that “disturbs” can be generative. Tsing’s point that we need to learn to distinguish
between productive and deleterious disturbance is well taken, and I hope that the artworks I’ve chosen to
outline fall on the productive end of the spectrum, regardless of their flaws. Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, The
Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2015), 108.
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purity as a force that paralyses us in our attempts to make incremental improvements in the face
of intertwined sociopolitical and environmental devastation:
What is needed, instead of a pretense to purity that is impossible in the actually existing
world, is something else. We need to shape better practices of responsibility and memory
for our placement in relation to the past, our implication in the present, and our potential
creation of different futures...(purism) is a bad approach because it shuts down precisely
the field of activity that might allow us to take better collective action against the
destruction of the world in all its strange, delightful, impure frolic. Purism is a de-
collectivizing, de-mobilizing paradoxical politics of despair. The world deserves better.”’
One answer for Shotwell is what she calls “critical memory practices,” a kind of active
“insurgent remembering” shaped to aid (primarily white) settlers in taking up anticolonial and
decolonial praxis.’® She emphasizes relational memory, the capacity to remember socially, in
groups, as paramount. She draws on practices of critical whiteness and indigenous sovereignty

that are beyond the scope of this paper, but are relevant to some of the threads I will explore as

we unpack the artworks to come.”

Looking at critical ecosocial art practices, I see overlaps with Shotwell’s approach, due to the
inherently social, experiential platform these practices offer, and the way that many are focused
on the historical legacies of land and place and their potential futures. For reasons that I will
elaborate on later—linked to the history of environmentalism, oppression and privilege —many

instances of critical ecosocial art are created by settlers, often white settlers. Even when, or

77 1bid., 7-9.
78 Ibid., 40-46.

79 Pamela Perry, “White,” Keywords for American Cultural Studies, 2014, https://keywords.nyupress.org/
american-cultural-studies/essay/white/. Critical whiteness studies is a field of scholarship that, since the
1990s, has attempted to reveal and critique whiteness as a socially constructed category of shifting
meaning. It draws on the legacy of critical race studies and antiracist scholarship to unveil, as Perry
writes, “whiteness as a set of cultural, political, and behavioral norms by which difference, deficiency,
truth, and justice are determined.”
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perhaps especially when, created by white settlers for a largely white settler audience, they can
offer the opportunity to uncover hidden histories and face them communally. Shotwell asserts
that “the purpose of reckoning with the social organization of forgetting—how and what gets
remembered —and the differential distribution of present harm is, if it is anything, to craft a
future different than the horrific past we have inherited and the resultant present we currently
live.”80 In many instances the goals of critical ecosocial art are parallel, and I will draw on

Shotwell’s framework where appropriate throughout my analysis.

Section 3: Intertwined Histories of Environmentalism and Art in North America

From Environmental Art to Eco-Art to Biopolitics (via Earth Art, Land Art, Systems Art)

With these frameworks in mind, it’s time to move on to an analysis of the history of
environmental art, eco-art, and their relationship to rise of the mainstream environmental
movement. The reference to eco-art (generally understood to be a shorthand for ecological art)
contained in my phrasing of critical ecosocial art dredges up a fairly broad category of practice.
The evolution of the term is worth examining in depth as it moves from a more general
association with “nature” or an alignment with systems thinking to the more activist,

restorationist practice it becomes by the mid-1990s 8!

Also worth distinguishing is the overlap between what is meant by environmental art at different

points in the evolution of critical ecosocial art. While Agnes Denes announced her commitment

80 Shotwell, Against Purity, 18.

81 Systems thinking, while it has many connotations, here relates to the emergence in the 1950s and 1960s
of the popular notion of feedback loops and interconnectivity as a defining paradigm for understanding
modernity. As I’ll explore later, the concept evolved out of the popularization of the emergent field of
cybernetics, and has been applied broadly in art and design contexts.
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to an “eco-logic” as early as 1968, when she declared her work would support “environmental
issues and human concerns,” in many cases environmental and ecological art remain
interchangeable terms in the 1960s and 70s and do not necessarily connote a particular ethical

stance towards environmental degradation .32

Both ecology and environment are in play in Gyorgy Kepes influential 1972 book Arts of the
Environment, which includes the essay “Art and Ecological Consciousness.”®3 As founder of
MIT’s experimental, systems thinking-oriented Center for Advanced Visual Studies (CAVS)—
influenced by the likes of Buckminster Fuller, Norbert Weiner and James Lovelock—Kepes sees
a new role for the artist in an era of technological progress and environmental degradation,
declaring “clearly the artist's sensibility has entered a new phase of orientation in which its prime
goal is to provide a format for the emerging ecological consciousness...giving sharpness and
definition to the need we sense for union and intimate involvement with our surroundings.”%* He
goes on to describe a variety of practices ranging from contributing “to the creative shaping of
the earth’s surface on a grand scale” to applying new technology, from microscopy to space
flight, to “present nature’s processes in their phenomenological aspects” as the province of this

new breed of artistic practitioner.8>

82 Agnes Denes, “Rice/Tree/Burial, 1979,” in Agnes Denes, ed. Jill Hartz, First Edition edition (Herbert F.
Johnson Museum Of Art, Cornell University, 1992), 106-07.

83 Gyorgy Kepes, Arts of the Environment, First edition (New York: G. Braziller, 1972).

84 Gyorgy Kepes, “Art and Ecological Consciousness,” in Arts of the Environment, ed. Gyorgy Kepes,
vol. Vision plus value series (London: Henley (Cobb House, Nuffield, Henley, Oxon.), 1972),9.

85 Kepes, Arts of the Environment, 10.
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As far as I can tell, Kepes does not suggest that artists are working “ecologically” or that
naturalcultural ecosystems themselves might be a medium for collaboration or exchange. Rather
“arts of the environment” are part of a trajectory (in both science and art) towards processes that
“dematerialize the object world” and emphasize processes and systems.80 This attitude is fairly in
sync with that expressed by the curators of Cornell University’s 1969 exhibition Earth Arts, an
early attempt to corral and present a group of disparate practices arising through out the 1960s.
Common themes across these diverse practices involve site-specificity and process,
dematerialization of the art object, use of non-traditional materials ranging from earth and ice to
asbestos and sand, and in some cases the evocation of systems thinking.87 For those involved
with systems thinking, from Hans Haacke to Dennis Oppenheim, an interest in “the
environment” and ecological systems was often evinced, but necessarily not in the sense that we

might assume today.38

86 Kepes, Arts of the Environment, 11.

87 Willoughby Sharp, “Notes towards an Understanding of Earth Art,” in Earth Art: Jan Dibbets, Hans
Haacke, Neil Jenney, Richard Long, David Medalla, Robert Morris, Dennis Oppenheim, Robert Smithson,
Giinther Uecker., ed. Nita Jager (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, 1970), 16-25, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/
€00.31924020514380. In his catalog essay for this influential 1969 show Sharp describes a multitude of
motivations and ideologies for creating the included work, from“antiurbanism” and “pantheism” to
“systems thinking” and “growth cycles”. He claims that “there is no earth art, just a number of
earthworks” (19). Drawing these diverse motivations together he sees a focus on “physical materiality...
an intimate relationship to site...an emphasis on time and process, and antiobject orientation, and a desire
to subvert style”. Further into the essay he claims the artists share a “strong environmental sensibility and
concern for man-nature interaction” but ecology or environmental concerns are never mentioned overtly.
Sharp’s “environment” seems to be of the more general kind, a space “out there” that holds and
foregrounds human activity. If these artists are agitating for or against anything, it seems to be
containment in an art market based on objects, which was perhaps more related to general anti-
consumerist sentiments of the late 1960s.

88 Etienne Benson, “Environment between System and Nature: Alan Sonfist and the Art of the Cybernetic
Environment,” Communication +1 3,no. 1 (September 11, 2014): 2, https://doi.org/10.7275/RSHT2M7T.
Exploring the “environmentalism” of artists working in the 1960s and 1970s, Benson describes a layered
meaning. For artists engaged with systems thinking, he sees “an interest in the relationships between
individuals (or groups) and their environments that was not necessarily committed either to environmental
determinism or to a political program for saving the environment — the two senses in which the term
‘environmentalism’ has conventionally been used.”
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Kepes’ evocation of ecology is consistent with statements by other critics and artists involved in
early earth art and what might loosely be described as systems art. Jack Burnham’s 1969 Art
Forum piece “Real Time Systems” describes work by Dennis Oppenheim as invoking a “broad
use of interacting ecologies” when he repurposes functional farming systems as art, for instance
documenting the planting, harvest, bailing, trucking and sale of a 300 x 900 foot oat field.3°
Burnham invokes the term “ecological” to refer to the readymade networks of logistical,
transportation and economic systems Oppehneim engages with and reframes as art. Although
Oppenheim is involved in working with a living organism as an art practice, his interest is not
ecological in the sense of the life of plants, or soil, or even the people who work the land or
consume the crop. Oppenheim himself uses the term “ecological” metaphorically, 