
D
ecolonizing N

ature presents a tim
ely critical analysis of the param

eters and lim
ita-

tions of philosophical, artistic, and curatorial m
odels that respond to clim

ate change. 
Im

m
ensely rich and inform

ative, this book m
akes an im

passioned argum
ent for a 

post-anthropocentric political ecology in w
hich the aesthetic realm

 joins w
ith Indig-

enous philosophies and environm
ental activism

 to challenge the neoliberal corporate-
state com

plex. It invites us to confront tough questions on how
 w

e m
ight collectively 

re im
agine and realize environm

ental justice for hum
ans and nonhum

ans alike.
—

  Jean Fisher, E
m

eritus Professor in Fine A
rt and Transcultural Studies, M

iddlesex 
U

niversity

A
stute and am

bitious. E
ssential reading for anyone interested in the arts, activism

, 
and environm

ental change. T. J. D
em

os m
oves w

ith im
pressive ease across national 

boundaries, cultural form
s, social m

ovem
ents, and ecological theories.

—
 R

ob N
ixon, C

urrie C
. and T

hom
as A

. B
arron Fam

ily Professor in H
um

anities  
and the E

nvironm
ent, Princeton U

niversity

T. J. D
em

os breaks new
 ground in art criticism

. In an expansive analysis of poly vocal 
artist-activist practices in both the G

lobal South and the N
orth, D

em
os eschew

s envi-
ronm

ental catastrophism
 and techno-fixes to highlight collaborative resistance to neo-

colonial violence and neoliberal collusion-to-plunder. D
ecolonizing N

ature, rigorous, 
accessible, and rebellious, is an indispensible contem

porary art m
anifesto.

—
 Subhankar B

anerjee, L
annan C

hair of L
and A

rts of the A
m

erican W
est and  

Professor of A
rt and E

cology, U
niversity of N

ew
 M

exico

T
he first system

atic study of its kind, D
ecolonizing N

ature is an exem
plary com

bina-
tion of m

ilitant research and contem
porary art history that w

ill resonate w
ith activists 

on the front lines as m
uch as those w

orking in the art field, refram
ing the latter as a 

site of struggle in its ow
n right as w

e com
e to term

s w
ith the so-called A

nthropocene. 
—

 Yates M
cK

ee, author of Strike A
rt: C

ontem
porary A

rt and the Post-O
ccupy 

C
ondition

T. J. D
em

os’s ability to distill and interrelate heterogeneous discourses and eco-
political contexts, w

ithout flattening them
 in the process, is breathtaking. T

he heart 
of this book lies in its detailed discussion of specific artw

orks and the environm
ental 

struggles from
 w

hich they em
erge and to w

hich they am
bitiously, and often brilliantly, 

respond. D
ecolonizing N

ature m
akes a forceful case for w

hy and how
 art m

atters, now
 

m
ore than ever.

—
 E

m
ily E

liza Scott, coeditor of C
ritical Landscapes: A

rt, Space, Politics
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T
his book investigates the intersection of contem

porary art, environm
ental activism

, 

and political ecology. W
hile ecology—

in particular, its political dim
ensions—

has 

received lim
ited attention w

ithin academ
ic studies of the visual (and particularly the 

art historical), in recent years the loom
ing threat of m

anifold environm
ental crises, 

exacerbating sociopolitical and econom
ic ones, has grow

n ever m
ore evident w

orld-

w
ide. Indeed, there is an increasing sense of urgency w

ithin m
ultiple realm

s of visual 

culture, including art exhibitions, social m
ovem

ents, and m
ainstream

 and indepen-

dent m
edia, as ecological concerns have been taken up in video, docum

entary pho-

tography, creative activism
, archi-

tecture, and socially engaged 

art. 1 T
he term

 “political ecology,” 

as used herein, acknow
ledges 

approaches to the environm
ent 

that, although potentially diver-

gent, nevertheless insist on envi-

ronm
ental m

atters of concern as 

inextricable from
 social, political, 

and econom
ic forces. Since envi-

ronm
ental stresses can be both a 

driver and consequence of injus-

tice and inequality—
including Introduction

 
1 

 A selection of recent publications in art history, visual cul-
ture, and architectural and curatorial studies that addresses 
art and ecology includes: Jam

es Brady, ed., Elem
ental: An 

Arts and Ecology Reader (M
anchester: C

ornerhouse Publi-
cations, 2016); Em

ily Eliza Scott and Kirsten Sw
enson, eds., 

C
ritical Landscapes: Art, Space, Politics (O

akland: University 
of C

alifornia Press, 2015); M
aja Fow

kes, The G
reen Bloc: 

N
eo-avant-garde Art and Ecology under Socialism

 (Buda-
pest: C

entral European Press, 2015); Lucy R. Lippard, U
n-

derm
ining: A W

ild Ride through Land U
se, Politics, and Art 

in the C
hanging W

est (N
ew

 York: The N
ew

 Press, 20
14); 

Forensic Architecture, eds., Forensis: The Architecture of 
Public Truth (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2014) Also see “C

on-
tem

porary Art and the Politics of Ecology,” ed. T. J. D
em

os, 
special issue, Third Text, no. 120

 (January 20
13); and the 

“Anthropocene Project” (2013–14) at the H
aus der Kulturen 

der W
elt, Berlin. I exam

ine the longer history of environ-
m

ental art in chapter 1.

G
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poverty, racism
, and neocolonial violence—

political ecology recognizes that the w
ays 

w
e regard nature carry deep im

plications and often unacknow
ledged ram

ifications for 

how
 w

e organize society, assign responsibility for environm
ental change, and assess 

social im
pact. A

t the sam
e tim

e, as I w
ork out of m

y ow
n intellectual form

ation in art 

history, analyses in this book draw
 on interdisciplinary science and cultural studies 

as w
ell as critical philosophy that artists have also engaged w

ith—
speculative realism

 

and new
 m

aterialism
 as m

uch as Indigenous cosm
ologies and clim

ate justice activ-

ism
. 2 M

y conviction is that environm
entally engaged art bears the potential to both 

rethink politics and politicize art’s relation to ecology, and its thoughtful consideration 

proves nature’s inextricable binds to econom
ics, technology, culture, and law

 at every 

turn. 3 A
ddressing that convergence, and its political effects, cultural translations, and 

artistic m
obilizations, is this book’s central concern.

A
s w

e kn
ow

, th
e on

goin
g 

destru
ction

 
of 

ou
r 

en
viron

-

m
en

t 
by 

an
th

rop
ogen

ic 
p

ol-

lu
tion

 
is 

pu
sh

in
g 

u
s 

tow
ard 

catastrop
h

ic 
circu

m
stan

ces. 

T
his situation prom

ises only to 

w
orsen as w

e advance tow
ard a 

series of clim
ate-change tipping 

points. 4 A
m

ounting to the m
ost 

m
om

en
tou

s 
exp

erim
en

tation 

w
ith the earth’s living system

s 

in hum
an history, this environ-

m
ental alteration, put into place 

by industrial m
odernity (w

ith 

roots in the form
ation of capi-

talism
 centuries before), threat-

en
s 

in
creased 

tem
p

eratu
res, 

plum
m

eting agricultural yields, 

w
ide-ranging droughts and con-

sequent raging w
ildfires, m

as-

sive flooding, extrem
e w

eather 

events, the collapse of fisheries, 

and public health breakdow
ns 

w
ith spreading epidem

ics. 5 W
hile the predictions seem

 to w
orsen each year, none 

should be new
. A

 long-standing subject of peer-review
ed journals and expert research, 

anthropogenic clim
ate disruption has reached global scientific consensus in the form

 

of the Intergovernm
ental Panel on C

lim
ate C

hange (IP
C

C
), w

hich issued its fifth syn-

thesis report in 2014, reaffirm
ing—

in quite conservative term
s, according to som

e 

critics—
w

hat w
e have know

n, at least in part, for decades. K
evin A

nderson, deputy 

director of the Tyndall C
entre for C

lim
ate C

hange R
esearch a notable scientist-activist 

of our day, observes that w
ith the current production of greenhouse gases, w

e’re head-

ing tow
ard global w

arm
ing of som

e four degrees C
elsius (7.2°F) by the end of this cen-

tury, w
hich is of a m

agnitude “incom
patible w

ith any reasonable characterization of 

an organized, equitable and civilized global com
m

unity.”
6

In the m
eantim

e, w
e have seen m

ore than tw
enty years of international m

eetings 

sponsored by the U
nited N

ations (beginning w
ith the R

io E
arth S

um
m

it in 1992)—

our closest approxim
ation of global clim

ate governance—
charged w

ith proposing 

w
ays to stabilize atm

ospheric greenhouse gas concentration at safe levels that w
ould 

not alter the earth’s clim
ate. T

he m
eetings began a few

 years after N
A

S
A

 clim
atolo-

gist Jam
es H

ansen, in 1988, gave his historic presentation in the U
S S

enate explain-

ing that the record tem
peratures of the year so far w

ere ow
ed not to natural varia-

tion, but to the increase of hum
an-produced atm

ospheric pollutants. S
ince then, 

em
issions have gone up by m

ore than half. 7 T
he R

io sum
m

it agreed w
ith the now

-

accepted, crucial prin
ciple of 

“com
m

on but differing responsi-

bilities” of developing and indus-

trialized countries in addressing 

clim
ate change, giving rise to a 

key strand of clim
ate justice that 

both counters the idea that all 

hum
ans are equally culpable for 

environm
ental change and legit-

im
ates th

e concept of clim
ate 

debt (the notion that countries 

burn
in

g fossil fuels sin
ce th

e 

Industrial R
evolution have used 

up their pollution allow
ance and 

ow
e a liability to the others). 8 Yet 

 
2 

 By capitalizing Indigenous throughout this book, I’m
 follow

-
ing 

recent 
critical 

scholarship—
for 

instance, 
G

len 
C

oulthard, Red Skin, W
hite M

asks: Rejecting the C
olonial 

Politics of Recognition (M
inneapolis: U

niversity of M
inne-

sota Press, 2014)—
that em

ploys this style as a m
ode of cul-

tural respect for, and political affirm
ation of, native peoples 

and their m
anifold rights struggles.

 
3 

 Political ecology has a varied and com
plex genealogy, ar-

ticulated at the intersections of cultural geography, hum
an 

ecology, anthropology, environm
ental studies, and political 

econom
y over the course of the tw

entieth century. In gen-
eral, it exam

ines the unequal distribution of costs and ben-
efits of environm

ental changes according to social, cultural, 
and econom

ic differences, in relation to their political im
-

plications. For overview
s, see Raym

ond L. Bryant and 
Sinead Bailey, Third W

orld Political Ecology (London: Rout-
ledge, 1997); and Paul Robbins, Political Ecology: A C

ritical 
Introduction (O

xford: Blackw
ell, 2004).
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 For overview
s of clim

ate-change science, see Jam
es H

ansen, 
Storm

s of M
y G

randchildren: The Truth about the C
om

ing 
C

lim
ate C

atastrophe and O
ur Last C

hance to Save H
um

ani-
ty (N

ew
 York: Bloom

sbury Press, 2009); N
aom

i Klein, This 
C

hanges Everything: C
apitalism

 vs. the C
lim

ate (N
ew

 York: 
Allen Lane, 2014); Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: 
An U

nnatural H
istory (N

ew
 York: H

enry H
olt and C

om
pany, 

2014); Bill M
cKibbon, Eaarth: M

aking a Life on a Tough N
ew

 
Planet (N

ew
 York: H

enry H
olt and C

om
pany, 2010); and Ra-

jendra K. Pachauri, Leo M
eyer, and the C

ore W
riting Team

, 
eds., C

lim
ate C

hange 2014: Synthesis Report; C
ontribution 

of W
orking G

roups I, II and III to the Fifth Assessm
ent Report 

of the Intergovernm
ental Panel on C

lim
ate C

hange (G
ene-

va: IPC
C

, 2014), http://w
w

w
.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessm

ent-report 
/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_FIN

AL_full_w
cover.pdf.

 
5 

 As the scientific journal N
ature explains in a recent issue on 

conservation and extinction, “Thousands of species are dis-
appearing each year. If that trend continues, it could lead to 
a m

ass species extinction—
defined as a loss of 75%

 of spe-
cies—

over the next few
 centuries.” Richard M

onastersky, 
“Biodiversity: Life—

A Status Report,” N
ature 516 (Decem

ber 
2014): 159. Also see D

ahr Jam
ail, “C

lim
ate D

isruption’s N
ew

 
Record: C

arbon D
ioxide Levels Reach H

ighest Point in 15 
M

illion Years,” Truthout, February 29, 2016, http://w
w

w
.truth-

out.org/new
s/item

/22521-clim
ate-disruption-dispatches-

w
ith-dahr-jam

ail.
 

6 
 “It indeed becom

es difficult to im
agine that a peaceful, or-

dered society could be sustained (that is, w
here such a 

thing exists in the first place).” Kevin Anderson, “C
lim

ate 
C

hange G
oing Beyond D

angerous: Brutal N
um

bers and 
Tenuous H

ope,” D
evelopm

ent D
ialogue, no. 61 (Septem

ber 
2012): 29. 
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 See the data of the C
arbon D

ioxide Inform
ation Analysis 

C
enter, w

hich puts the current global C
O

2  atm
ospheric levels 

at an alarm
ing 40

3.94 ppm
; accessed M

arch 29, 20
16, 

http://cdiac.ornl.gov.
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U
N

 clim
ate m

eetings to date have not yielded any binding agreem
ents or govern-

m
ental leadership regarding environm

ental policy, particularly the annual C
onfer-

ence of the Parties, or C
O

P, including the m
ost recent in 2015. 9 T

hough agreem
ents 

at such events are regularly signed to keep tem
peratures from

 increasing m
ore than 

tw
o degrees C

elsius (3.6°F) above preindustrial levels (or 1.5°C
, agreed at C

O
P

21), 

they are effectively m
eaningless w

hen voluntary and unenforceable. To low
-lying 

states threatened w
ith sea-level rise and sub-S

aharan A
frican countries already suf-

fering drought-stressed heat w
aves, these non-m

easures am
ount to w

hat N
igerian 

environm
ental activist N

nim
m

o B
assey calls a “death sentence.”

10 W
ith G

8 govern-

m
ent representatives continually lobbied by the fossil fuel industry, it has becom

e 

clear that w
e are being held hostage to corporate pow

ers that place short-term
 prof-

its over long-term
 sustainability, as free-m

arket econom
ics is w

orshipped at the cost 

of our planet’s very life-supporting capacity. 11 T
he system

 of global governance is 

clearly failing.

A
t the sam

e tim
e, w

e are see-

ing a flourishing of contem
porary 

artistic and activist practices that 

address and negotiate environ-

m
ental conflict in other w

ays. 

T
hese include cogent analyses 

of ecological destruction (as car-

ried out by extractivism
, oil drill-

ing, and m
arine industrialization) 

as w
ell as creative alternatives 

that m
odel form

s of environm
en-

tal sustainability and egalitar-

ian structures of living. Fields of 

visual culture w
ider than insti-

tutional art practice are involved 

here—
nam

ely, broadcast m
edia, 

experim
ental 

video 
and 

film
, 

Internet-based and independent 

new
s, creative activism

, N
G

O
s, 

an
d 

collective 
social 

m
ove-

m
ents. T

he productions of this 

assem
blage form

 a com
plex aesthetic field that is also politically organized, contesting 

the dom
inant “distribution of the sensible,” w

here, according to Jacques R
ancière’s 

useful conceptualization, som
e voices clearly count and others are relegated to the 

sensory background, an econom
ically determ

ined, antidem
ocratic arrangem

ent that 

activist-artists are continually challenging. 12 T
his book hopes to further enliven this 

intersection of art and activism
 by offering critical analysis of their diverse strategic 

rhetorics, visual constructions, affective im
pacts, conceptual m

aneuvers, political 

goals, and actual effects, by w
hich people form

 alliances, create social m
ovem

ents, and 

m
ake visible publics that counter corporate and governm

ental positions via creative 

engagem
ents w

ith m
edia. 13 In this regard, m

y approach rem
ains attentive to w

hat 

M
eg M

cL
agan and Y

ates M
cK

ee term
 the “im

age com
plex,” or “the w

hole netw
ork 

of financial, institutional, discursive, and technological infrastructures and practices 

involved in the production, circulation, and reception of […
] visual-cultural m

ateri-

als.” T
hat form

ation calls for a diagnostics not centered solely on the “politics of aes-

thetics” of the im
age, but also on the w

ider channels of im
age circulation, the institu-

tions of containm
ent, and the legal-political-econom

ic assem
blages that fram

e and in 

part determ
ine the visual culture of environm

entalism
. 14

A
n additional com

m
itm

ent of this project is to consider ecological form
ations and 

conflicts in their global dim
ension—

the convergence of politics and aesthetics in the 

G
lobal South as w

ell as the N
orth, regions filled w

ith continuities and differences that 

are econom
ic and geopolitical as m

uch as sociocultural and environm
ental. In this 

regard, contem
porary positions of environm

ental artistic practice substantially differ 

from
 past varieties in that they tend to avoid the now

-inadequate elem
ents of earlier 

eco-artistic languages, such as those of the 1970s, particularly “the constant elegy for 

a lost unalienated state, the resort to the aesthetic dim
ension (experim

ental/percep-

tual) rather than ethical-political 

praxis, [and] the appeal to ‘solu-

tions,’ often anti-intellectual,” 

as ecology and literature theo-

rist Tim
othy M

orton has put it. 15 

M
any contem

porary practices 

also 
go 

beyond 
eco-aesth

etic 

form
s of parochial environm

en-

talism
 

(such
 

as 
th

ose 
exclu-

sively attached to the w
ilderness  12 

 Jacques Rancière, D
issensus: O

n Politics and Aesthetics, 
trans. Steven C

orcoran (London: Bloom
sbury, 2015). 

 13 
 G

eorge M
arcus, C

onnected: Engagem
ents w

ith M
edia (C

hi-
cago: University of C

hicago Press, 1996), 6; and Bruno La-
tour and Peter W

eibel, eds., M
aking Things Public: Atm

o-
spheres of Dem

ocracy, trans. Robert Bryce (C
am

bridge, M
A: 

M
IT Press, 2005).

 14 
 M

eg M
cLagan and Yates M

cKee, eds., introduction to Sen-
sible Politics: The Visual C

ulture of N
ongovernm

ental Activ-
ism

 (N
ew

 York: Zone Books, 2012), 12, 9.
 15 

 Tim
othy M

orton, Ecology w
ithout N

ature: Rethinking Envi-
ronm

ental Aesthetics (C
am

bridge, M
A: H

arvard U
niversity 

Press, 2007), 23.
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 See Andrew
 Ross, “C

lim
ate D

ebt D
enial,” D

issent (Sum
m

er 
20

13), http://w
w

w
.dissentm

agazine.org/article/clim
ate-

debt-denial.
 

9 
 See Subhabrata Bobby Banerjee, “A C

lim
ate for C

hange? 
C

ritical Reflections on the Durban United N
ations C

lim
ate 

C
hange C

onference,” O
rganization Studies 33, no. 12 (2012): 

1761–86. For a sum
m

ary of m
uch of the critical com

m
entary 

around C
O

P21, see G
eorge M

onbiot, “G
rand Prom

ises of Paris 
C

lim
ate Deal Underm

ined by Squalid Retrenchm
ents,” G

uard-
ian, D

ecem
ber 12, 2015, http://w

w
w

.theguardian.com
/envi 

ronm
ent/georgem

onbiot/20
15/dec/12/paris-clim

ate-deal-
governm

ents-fossil-fuels. 
 10 

 After C
O

P17, Bassey, chair of Friends of the Earth Internation-
al, claim

ed, “If countries agree to the text as it stands, they 
w

ill be passing a death sentence on Africa.” Reported in Ste-
phen Leahy, “Draft C

lim
ate Deal Dubbed a ‘Death Sentence 

for Africa,’” Inter Press Service, Decem
ber 9, 2011, http://w

w
w

 
.ipsnew

s.net/2011/12/draft-clim
ate-deal-dubbed-a-death-sen 

tence-for-africa. M
ore recently, see M

arion Descham
ps and 

C
yril M

ychalejko, “Did W
orld Leaders Sign a ‘Death W

arrant 
for the Planet’ at C

O
P21?,” Truthout, D

ecem
ber 14, 2015, 

http://w
w

w
.truth-out.org/opinion/item

/34016-w
orld-leaders-

signed-a-death-w
arrant-for-the-planet-at-cop21.

 11 
 See N

aom
i Klein, “H

ot M
oney: H

ow
 Free M

arket Fundam
en-

talism
 H

elped O
verheat the Planet,” in This C

hanges Every-
thing, 64–95; and John C

avanagh and Jerry M
ander, eds., 

Alternatives to Econom
ic G

lobalization: A Better W
orld Is 

Possible; A Report of the International Forum
 on G

lobaliza-
tion (San Francisco, C

A: Berrett-Koehler, 2002). See also 
“The C

O
P 21 G

uide to C
orporate C

lim
ate Lobbying,” Influ-

enceM
ap, N

ovem
ber 26, 2015, http://influencem

ap.org/re 
port/The-C

O
P-21-G

uide-to-C
orporate-C

lim
ate-Lobbying.



D
ecolonizing N

ature
13

Introduction
12

landscapes of N
orth A

m
erica), and take up relational geographies, com

parative analy-

ses, and transnational alliances directed against, for instance, the ecocide of corporate 

globalization or the socioeconom
ic ram

ifications of environm
ental destruction. T

he 

m
ost com

pelling current artistic m
odels, in m

y view
, join the aesthetic dim

ension of 

experim
ental and perceptual engagem

ent w
ith the com

m
itm

ent to postcolonial ethico-

political praxis, and do so w
ith sustained attention to how

 local activities interact w
ith 

global form
ations. 16 

M
y analysis of art and environm

ent extends 

from
 the view

 that clim
ate change is first and 

forem
ost a political crisis, not one that poses insurm

ountable technological problem
s or 

natural barriers: w
hat is needed m

ost is the w
ill to address ecological concerns system

-

atically and com
prehensively. T

here are, in fact, plenty of solutions for sustainable liv-

ing today, w
hich, if im

plem
ented globally, could protect biodiversity and define a m

ore 

equitable and inclusive socioeconom
ic order than today’s environm

entally destructive 

corporate-state oligarchy. 17 I agree w
ith a range of environm

ental and political activists 

w
ho contend that the threat of clim

ate change is the best m
otivation for a “G

reat Tran-

sition,” w
hich w

ill require a system
ic shift in reorganizing social, political, and eco-

nom
ic life, in order to bring us into 

greater harm
ony w

ith the w
orld 

around us, including its hum
an 

and nonhum
an life-form

s. 18 In 

other w
ords, w

e cannot address 

clim
ate justice adequately w

ithout 

also targeting the corruption of 

dem
ocratic practice by corporate 

lobbying, or the underfunding and 

failure of public transportation 

system
s, or Indigenous rights vio-

lations by industrial extractivism
, 

or police violence and the m
ilitari-

zation of borders. For these areas 

all link up in one w
ay or another as 

interconnected strands of political 

ecology.

It is often in civil spheres w
here w

e find the m
ost critical and creative energies, the m

ost 

am
bitious and unconventional proposals, in addressing these interlinked crises. W

hile 

corporate m
edia and the entertainm

ent industry generally rest content (and benefit finan-

cially) in presenting an endless stream
 of apocalyptic scenarios that m

ake it seem
 as though 

environm
ental catastrophe is our ineluctable fate (or they ignore clim

ate change entirely), 

there are grow
ing num

bers of social-m
ovem

ent cam
paigners, artists, political theorists, 

and activists intent on thinking outside the enforced narratives of disaster capitalism
. They 

are doing so increasingly both w
ithin the institutionalized exhibition areas of the contem

-

porary art system
—

I exam
ine num

erous m
odels of such practices in the chapters that 

follow
—

and beyond those w
alls, in conflicted public spaces, independent m

edia outlets, 

and in reclaim
ed zones of autonom

y and the com
m

ons. W
orking w

ithin and against the 

thick, heterogeneous histories of conceptualist art, the com
plex intertw

ining of aesthet-

ics and politics w
ithin docum

entary m
oving-im

age practices, and the socio-spatial politics 

of environm
ental sculpture of decades past, contem

porary artists are connecting to and 

building upon past approaches of institutional critique, docum
entary fictions, and m

ulti-

species assem
blages. 19 In this respect, the m

ost adventurous practitioners are also pushing 

beyond those earlier precedents—
for instance, analyzing the political ecologies and econ-

om
ies of art institutions (as w

ell as liberating existing institutions or even inventing w
hole 

new
 m

odels, as in the cases of Liberate Tate and the Laboratory of Insurrectionary Im
agi-

nation); joining the speculative fictions of video-essay m
aking to politico-environm

ental 

im
aginaries; and grow

ing linkages betw
een perm

aculture farm
ing, experim

ental social 

relationships, and post-anthropocentric m
odalities of belonging. A

s these observations 

indicate, som
e of the m

ost am
bitious artistic engagem

ents, for m
e, are those that enact an 

intersectionalist politics of aesthetics, w
here art no longer prioritizes the gallery-enclosed 

experience of aesthetic contem
pla-

tion alone, but rather em
erges in 

close proxim
ity to field research, 

creative pedagogies, political m
obi-

lization, and civil society partner-

ships and solidarities, w
hereby 

interdisciplinary 
collaboration 

m
irrors the very com

plex relations 

of political ecology. 20 A
 selection of 

these practices finds extended con-

sideration in these pages.

 16 
 For a critical discussion of local and global ecologies, see 
Ursula K. H

eise, Sense of Place and Sense of Planet: The En-
vironm

ental Im
agination of the G

lobal (O
xford: O

xford Uni-
versity Press, 2008).

 17 
 Klein points to the w

ork of M
ark Z. Jacobson, professor of 

civil and environm
ental engineering at Stanford University, 

and M
ark A. D

elucchi, research scientist at the Institute of 
Transportation Studies at U

niversity of C
alifornia, D
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w
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ind, w
ater and solar re-

sources, by as early as 2030”; M
ark Z. Jacobson and M

ark A. 
D

elucchi, “A Plan to Pow
er 100 Percent of the Planet w

ith 
Renew

ables,” Scientific Am
erican, N

ovem
ber 2009; cited in 

Klein, This C
hanges Everything, 101.
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 Paul Raskin, Tariq Banuri, G

ilberto G
allopín, Pablo G

utm
an, 

Al H
am

m
ond, Robert Kates, and Rob Sw

art, G
reat Transi-

tion: The Prom
ise and Lure of the Tim

es Ahead (Boston: 
Stockholm

 Environm
ent Institute, 2002), http://w

w
w

.w
orld-

governance.org/IM
G

/pdf_0090_G
reat_Transition_-_EN

G
.pdf; 

see also Stephen Spratt, Andrew
 Sim

m
s, Eva N

eitzert, and 
Josh Ryan-C

ollins, The G
reat Transition: A Tale of H

ow
 It 

Turned O
ut Right (London: N

ew
 Econom

ics Foundation, 
20

10
), http://w

w
w

.new
econom

ics.org/publications/entry 
/the-great-transition.

 19 
 H

ere I’m
 building on m

y ow
n recent w

ork that has explored the 
aesthetics and politics of docum

entary art and neo-conceptu-
alist m

ixed-m
edia practices, as in The M

igrant Im
age: The Art 

and Politics of Docum
entary (Durham

, N
C

: Duke University 
Press, 2013); and Return to the Postcolony: Specters of C

olo-
nialism

 in C
ontem

porary Art (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2013).
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 In this regard, this book resonates w
ith recent publications 

that investigate the vibrant contem
porary efflorescence of 

activist-arts participating in social-m
ovem

ent cultures, in-
cluding Yates M

cKee, Strike Art: C
ontem

porary Art and the 
Post-O

ccupy C
ondition (London: Verso Books, 2016); N

ato 
Thom

pson, Seeing Pow
er: Art and Activism

 in the 21st C
en-

tury (Brooklyn: M
elville H

ouse, 2015); C
atherine Flood and 

G
avin G

rindon, eds., D
isobedient O

bjects (London: V&A 
Publishing, 2014); and N
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is-
tory of the United States (N

ew
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O
f course, ecology has not alw

ays been so defined. In 1866, G
erm

an biologist E
rnst 

H
aeckel coined the term

, w
hich designated “the body of know

ledge concerning the 

econom
y of nature—

the investigation of the total relations of the anim
al both to its 

organic and inorganic environm
ent.”

21 E
cology’s disciplinary form

ation coincided w
ith 

the height of E
uropean colonialism

, a regim
e not lim

ited to the governing of peoples but 

also the structuring of nature. T
he colonization of nature, em

erging from
 the E

nlight-

enm
ent principles of C

artesian dualism
 betw

een hum
an and nonhum

an w
orlds, situ-

ated the nonhum
an w

orld as objectified, passive, and separate, and “elaborated a ratio-

nalizing, extractive, dissociative understanding w
hich overlaid functional experiential 

relations am
ong people, plants and anim

als.”
22 D

estructive and utilitarian, idealized 

and exoticized nature has been colonized in concept as w
ell as in practice. It entailed 

a m
ultifarious, com

plex, and at tim
es contradictory pattern of bureaucratic rational-

ization, scientific and technological m
astery, m

ilitary dom
ination, integration w

ithin 

the expanding capitalist econom
y, and legal system

atization in order to m
anage and 

m
axim

ize the possibilities of resource exploitation. In this vein, ecology w
as far from

 

the innocent discipline H
aeckel nam

ed; rather, it com
prised “the science of em

pire.”
23

T
his colonization only continues today. M

ichel Serres once characterized W
est-

ern m
odernity’s relation to nature as constituting a “w

ar” based on the “m
astery and 

appropriation” of the earth, against w
hich the French philosopher called for a “natu-

ral contract” to inaugurate a new
 

political ecology based on a post-

colonial equality betw
een hum

an 

and nonhum
an life. 24 C

learly w
e 

are still far from
 realizing such 

a contract, even though grow
-

ing social m
ovem

ents, em
erg-

ing out of Indigenous philosophy 

and environm
ental activism

 alike, 

insist on recognizing the “rights of 

nature,” and som
e nations in L

atin 

A
m

erica (E
cuador and B

olivia) 

have recently enshrined those 

rights in their constitutions and 

legal system
s, albeit w

ith uneven 

im
plem

entation. 25 T
hat said, w

e 

continue to confront w
hat Indian activist Vandana Shiva calls “the corporate control of 

life,” ow
ing to neoliberal globalization, international trade policies, deregulated envi-

ronm
ental protections, and the patenting of biological m

atter (in the form
 of genetically 

m
odified seeds, for instance), all of w

hich have brought ruin and devastation to m
any 

tribal and subsistence farm
ing com

m
unities w

orldw
ide. 26 For sociologist M

elinda C
ooper, 

that context is the culm
ination of biogenetic capitalism

’s expansion, first surfacing in 

the 1980s and deployed to overcom
e an earlier environm

entalism
 gathered around the 

com
m

itm
ent of “lim

its to grow
th.” Form

ulated in the eponym
ous 1972 report com

m
is-

sioned by the C
lub of R

om
e (a group of E

uropean industrialists, academ
ics, and scien-

tists founded in 1968), the study used com
puter m

odeling to calculate the negative envi-

ronm
ental effects of grow

ing population, industrialization, pollution, food production, 

and resource depletion. U
nlike nonrenew

able energy and its ecosystem
 despoilm

ent, 

biogenetic capitalism
 transform

s life itself into a prospective infinite source of grow
th 

via biotechnology and financial speculation, representing further incursions of neolib-

eralism
, now

 directed at colonizing the prim
ordial genetic elem

ents and tem
poralities 

(including financializing the futures) of our m
aterial existence. 27 

T
his corporate-industrial and politico-econom

ic onslaught has not gone unchal-

lenged, how
ever. A

 grow
ing international form

ation m
obilizing against the continu-

ing plunder is com
prised of environm

entalists such as N
aom

i K
lein, B

ill M
cK

ibben, 

and D
avid S

olnit; anti-austerity social m
ovem

ents that em
erged from

 O
ccupy, and 

their related recent uneven transform
ations into anti-neoliberal political parties in 

E
urope, such as Podem

os in Spain and Syriza in G
reece; N

G
O

s like the A
frican B

io-

diversity N
etw

ork and the G
aia 

Foundation; politically engaged 

scientists like K
evin A

nderson and 

Jam
es H

ansen; Indigenous activ-

ists, from
 the S

arayaku region 

in E
cuador to the G

w
ich’ins in 

A
laska; and solidarity netw

orks 

like Idle N
o M

ore. A
s stated in the 

declaration of the m
ultiple Indig-

enous groups w
ho participated in 

the K
ari-O

ca II E
arth Sum

m
it in 

2012: “W
e reaffirm

 our responsi-

bility to speak for the protection 

 21 
 Ernst H

aeckel, cited in J. Donald H
ughes, An Environm

ental 
H

istory of the W
orld: H

um
ankind’s C

hanging Role in the C
om

-
m

unity of Life (N
ew

 York: Routledge, 2009), 7.
 22 

 W
illiam

 M
. Adam

s and M
artin M

ulligan, Decolonizing N
ature: 

Strategies for C
onservation in a Post-colonial Era (London: 

Earthscan, 2003), 24. H
ow

ever, by the 1850s British and 
French colonial rule am

ounted “to a highly heterogeneous 
m

ixture of Indigenous, rom
antic, O

rientalist and other ele-
m

ents,” w
hich defies any single consistent ideology of na-

ture (ibid., 19). See also Richard H
. G

rove, G
reen Im

perial-
ism

: C
olonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the 

O
rigins of Environm

entalism
, 1600–1800 (C

am
bridge: C

am
-

bridge University Press, 1995), 12.
 23 

 See Libby Robin, “Ecology: A Science of Em
pire?,” in Ecology 

and Em
pire: Environm

ental H
istory of Settler Societies, ed. 

Tom
 G

riffiths and Libby Robin (Keele: Keele University Press, 
1997), 63–75.

 24 
 See M

ichel Serres, The N
atural C

ontract, trans. Elizabeth 
M

acArthur and W
illiam

 Paulson (Ann Arbor: U
niversity of 

M
ichigan Press, 1995).
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in the Am
ericas,” at N

ottingham
 C

ontem
porary, “Rights of 

N
ature: The Art and Politics of Earth Jurisprudence,” April 

20
15, 

https://creativeecologies.ucsc.edu/w
p-content 

/uploads/sites/196/2015/10/D
em

os-Rights-of-N
ature-2015.

com
pressed.pdf. O

n the rights of nature, see C
orm

ac C
ul-

linan, W
ild Law

: A M
anifesto for Earth Justice (C

larem
ont, 

South Africa: Siber Ink, 2002); Peter Burdon, ed., Exploring 
W

ild Law
: The Philosophy of Earth Jurisprudence (Kent 

Tow
n: W

akefield Press, 2011); and Evo M
orales Aym

a et al., 
The Rights of N

ature: The C
ase for a U

niversal D
eclaration 

of the Rights of M
other Earth (O

ttaw
a: C

ouncil of C
anadi-

ans, 2011).
 26 

 Vandana Shiva, The C
orporate C

ontrol of Life, dO
C

UM
EN

TA 
(13): 100 N

otes—
100 Thoughts, no. 12 (O

stfildern: H
atje 

C
antz, 2011).
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and enhancem
ent of the w

ell-being of M
other E

arth, nature and future generations of 

our Indigenous Peoples and all hum
anity and life. […

] W
e, Indigenous Peoples from

 

all regions of the w
orld have defended our M

other E
arth from

 the aggression of unsus-

tainable developm
ent and the overexploitation of our natural resources by m

ining, log-

ging, m
ega-dam

s, exploration and extraction of petroleum
. O

ur forests suffer from
 the 

production of agro-fuels, bio-m
ass, plantations and other im

positions of false solu-

tions to clim
ate change and unsustainable, dam

aging developm
ent.”

28 So how
 can w

e 

reverse this untenable, unjust situation? A
nd w

hat role exists for artists and activists, 

increasingly brought together under these em
ergency conditions?

To decolonize nature represents a doubtlessly 

am
bitious and m

anifold project, w
ith artists, 

activists, and creative practitioners (in addition to scientists, policy m
akers, and politi-

cians) involved at every stage. A
s N

aom
i K

lein asks, “C
an w

e im
agine another w

ay of 

responding to crisis other than one of deepening inequality, brutal disaster capitalism
 

and m
angled techno-fixes”?

29 If so, it w
ill require an im

m
ense project of im

aginative 

thinking and practice to rescue nature from
 corporate control, financialization, and 

the proprietary exploitations of biogenetic capitalism
. For D

avid H
arvey, these forces 

represent the “accum
ulation by dispossession” that constitutes a new

 im
perialism

, the 

grossly uneven developm
ent of the present day. For Jason M

oore, such is the result of 

centuries of interpenetration betw
een capitalism

 and nature, including “capitalism
’s 

internalization of planetary life and processes, through w
hich new

 life activity is con-

tinually brought into the orbit of capital and capitalist pow
er” and “the biosphere’s 

internalization of capitalism
, through w

hich hum
an-initiated projects and processes 

influence and shape the w
eb of life.”

30 T
he resulting inequality it staggering. A

ccord-

ing to a recent O
xfam

 report, the w
orld’s richest eighty people ow

n as m
uch as the 

bottom
 half of the earth’s popula-

tion com
bined (about 3.5 billion 

people), just as around ninety cor-

porations are responsible for run-

ning the fossil fuel econom
y, and a 

m
uch sm

aller num
ber of govern-

m
ents is accountable for the geo-

political and hum
anitarian w

ars 

that cam
ouflage control of the 

w
orld’s natural resources and energy supplies. 31 Political ecology necessitates engag-

ing w
ith these inequalities of our neocolonial present, just as centuries of colonialism

 

initiated clim
ate change. 32 A

ccum
ulation by dispossession occurs w

hen the fossil fuel 

econom
y in so-called developed nations creates the atm

ospheric pollution that, in 

causing global w
arm

ing, now
 threatens the existence of sm

all island nations, such as 

K
iribati and the M

aldives, creates havoc in the B
angladesh’s delta, and m

elts perm
a-

frost in A
laska. O

r w
hen agents of “green capitalism

”—
w

hich grants post-1970s cor-

porate practice a cosm
etic environm

ental guise—
buy tracts of rainforest in the B

razil-

ian A
m

azon in order to plant eucalyptus m
onocultures (green deserts that contain no 

life) for biofuel that forces Indigenous and Q
uilom

bola (A
fro-B

razilian form
er slave) 

com
m

unities from
 their once-biodiverse, natively m

anaged land. W
hat are these cases 

if not contem
porary corporate colonialism

?
33

A
s w

e know
 from

 the 2014 IP
C

C
 report, 80 percent of fossil fuel reserves m

ust 

stay in the ground if w
e are to rem

ain under the critical w
arm

ing threshold of tw
o 

degrees C
elsius (or m

ore, if w
e 

keep it to 1.5 degrees, as recom
-

m
ended at the recent C

O
P

21), 

equivalent, as eco-socialist C
hris 

W
illiam

s notes, to w
riting off 

som
e U

S
$20 trillion in assets 

from
 the largest corporations 

on the planet, including E
xxon-

M
obil, C

hevron, B
P

, and S
hell. 34 

R
esponding to this eventuality, 

E
xxonM

obil reassured its share-

holders: “T
he scenario w

here 

governm
ents restrict hydrocar-

bon production in a w
ay to reduce 

[greenhouse gas] em
issions 80 

percent during the outlook period 

[to 2040] is highly unlikely.” 

Instead, as one com
pany execu-

tive explained, “A
ll of E

xxon-

M
obil’s 

cu
rren

t 
h

ydrocarbon 

reserves w
ill be needed, along 

 28 
 “Kari-O

ca II Declaration,” Rio de Janeiro, June 17, 2012, C
li-

m
ate & C
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.com

/2012 
/06/19/kari-oca-2-declaration. The declaration w

as signed by 
over five hundred Indigenous representatives from

 around 
the w
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’s Rio+20 sum

m
it on sustainability (Kari-O

ca m
eans 
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hite m

an’s house” in the Tupi-G
uarani languages).
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G
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m
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issions,” G
uardian, N

ovem
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ichael Klare, Resource W

ars: The 
N

ew
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lobal C
onflict (N

ew
 York: H

olt, 2002).
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 In this regard, Eyal W
eizm

an is right in arguing that clim
ate 

change is the telos of colonial m
odernity. See Eyal W

eizm
an 

and Fazal Sheikh, The C
onflict Shoreline: C

olonialism
 as C

li-
m

ate C
hange in the N

egev D
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öttingen: Steidl, 2015).
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 For m
ore on this argum

ent see Ashley D
aw

son, “Putting a 
H

um
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lim
ate C

hange,” in C
lim

ate C
hange and 

M
useum

 Futures, ed. Fiona C
am

eron and Brett N
eilson (Lon-

don: Routledge, 2014), 207–18; and Santiago N
avarro F. and 
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reen N
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iriam

 Taylor, Truthout, D
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w
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w
ith substantial future industry investm

ents, to address global energy needs.”
35 It’s 

thus not surprising that, as K
lein reports, in 2013 in the U

nited S
tates alone the oil 

and gas industry spent approxim
ately $400,000 a day lobbying C

ongress and govern-

m
ent representatives, and expended a record $73 m

illion in federal cam
paigns and 

political donations during the 2012 election season, all to support their agenda—
eco-

nom
ically disastrous for its inequality, environm

entally ruinous for its pollution. 36 In 

this sense, any decolonizing of nature m
ust address our current financial ecologies of 

dem
ocracy, w

ith an eye on challenging the corrupting influx of corporate m
oney in 

politics today. If reductions are to respect any kind of equity principle betw
een rich 

and poor nations, then w
ealthy countries need to cut em

issions by som
ething like 8 

to 10 percent a year, starting im
m

ediately, am
ounting to w

hat K
evin A

nderson and 

A
lice B

ow
s-L

arkin call “radical and im
m

ediate degrow
th strategies in the U

S, E
U

 

and other w
ealthy nations.”

37 K
lein w

rites: “T
here is still tim

e to avoid catastrophic 

w
arm

ing, but not w
ithin the rules of capitalism

 as they are currently constructed. 

W
hich is surely the best argum

ent there has been for changing those rules.”
38

B
eyond the critical analysis of corporate practice and the international fram

e-

w
ork of trade policies that privilege econom

y over environm
ent (including the trade 

agreem
ents currently operating under the W

T
O

 and W
orld B

ank), w
e also need to 

decolonize our conceptualization of nature in properly political w
ays. T

his can be 

done by m
oving aw

ay from
 the naturalization of finance (as if it’s a universal given); 

by overturning the philosophy of corporate “personhood” through w
hich econom

ic 

entities control life; by transform
ing our law

s to introduce a biocentric integration of 

hum
ans w

ith their environm
ent so that nature’s rights to exist w

ill be acknow
ledged 

and enforced, as m
any Indigenous groups dem

and; and by reinventing econom
ies of 

selective degrow
th and just distribution so that our social system

s accord w
ith eco-

logical sustainability and equality. “If a G
reen R

evolution is to happen,” explains 

activist and literature professor 

N
icholas Pow

ers, “w
e have to 

sw
itch from

 apocalyptic im
agery 

to utopian prophecy, to create a 

cultural ‘w
ilding’ that opens hori-

zontal spaces into w
hich people 

can enter and join the carnival.”
39 

I’m
 convinced that art, given its 

long histories of experim
entation, 

im
aginative invention, and radical thinking, can play a central transform

ative role 

here. In its m
ost am

bitious and far-ranging sense, art holds the prom
ise of initiat-

ing exactly these kinds of creative perceptional and philosophical shifts, offering new
 

w
ays of com

prehending ourselves and our relation to the w
orld differently than the 

destructive traditions of colonizing nature.

A
s indicated above, decolonizing nature entails 

transcending hum
an-centered exceptionalism

, 

no longer placing ourselves at the center of the universe and view
ing nature as a source 

of endless bounty. Fields of inquiry that have recently investigated the term
s of such 

a m
ove include speculative realism

, new
 m

aterialism
, ecosophical activism

, object-

oriented ontology, elem
entary politics, and post-hum

anism
, each variously proposing 

innovative m
ethodologies of post-anthropocentric analysis. 40 T

his diverse and at tim
es 

conflictual m
ovem

ent represents nothing less than a paradigm
 shift in the hum

anities, 

constitutionally preoccupied in the past w
ith the hum

an, its histories, epistem
ologies, 

ethics, and aesthetics. 41 A
s L

evi B
ryant, G

raham
 H

arm
an, and N

ick Srnicek w
rite, “B

y 

contrast w
ith the repetitive continental focus on texts, discourse, social practices, and 

hum
an finitude, the new

 breed of thinker is turning once m
ore tow

ard reality itself 

[…
] speculating once m

ore about the nature of reality independently of thought and 

of hum
anity m

ore generally.”
42 A

 leading practitioner of this m
ode of thought and its 

political ram
ifications, sociologist B

runo L
atour has noted that global environm

en-

tal governance has largely failed, 

and he articulates the need for 

the progressive com
position of 

a com
m

on w
orld, w

here nonhu-

m
an entities are integrated into 

a new
 com

m
onality and form

 the 

basis of a post-anthropocentric 

social, political, and econom
ic 

organization. 43 S
uch a com

m
u-

nity, grouped around clim
ate as 

a “non-unified cosm
opolitical 

concern”—
a com

m
onality that 

also m
aintains difference—

w
ould 

ostensibly recognize the vitality of 

 35 
 C

ited and discussed in W
illiam

s, “W
hy U.N

. C
lim

ate Talks 
C

ontinue to Fail.” 
 36 

 Klein, This C
hanges Everything, 149. The 2016 presidential 

race appears no different, excepting the cam
paign of Bernie 

Sanders.
 37 

 Ibid., 87–88; Anderson, “C
lim

ate C
hange G

oing Beyond 
D

angerous,” 18–21; Kevin Anderson and Alice Bow
s, “A 2°C

 
Target? G

et Real, Because 4°C
 Is O

n Its W
ay,” Parliam

entary 
Brief 13 (2010): 19.

 38 
 Klein, This C

hanges Everything, 88.
 39 

 N
icholas Pow

ers, “G
reening O

ur Desires,” Indypendent, Sep-
tem

ber–O
ctober 2014, 23.

 40 
 See, for instance, Jane Bennett, Vibrant M

atter: A Political 
Ecology of Things (D

urham
, N

C
: D

uke U
niversity Press, 

2010); Levi Bryant, G
raham

 H
arm

an, and N
ick Srnicek, eds., 

The Speculative Turn: C
ontinental M

aterialism
 and Realism

 
(M

elbourne: re.press, 2011); D
iana C

oole and Sam
antha 

Frost, eds., N
ew

 M
aterialism

s: O
ntology, Agency, and Politics 

(Durham
, N

C
: Duke University Press, 2010); Anselm

 Franke, 
ed., Anim

ism
 (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2010); and Bruno Latour, 

W
e H

ave N
ever Been M

odern, trans. C
atherine Porter (C

am
-

bridge, M
A: H

arvard University Press, 1993).
 41 

 O
n the hum

anistic im
plications of this shift, see D

ipesh 
C

hakrabarty, “The C
lim

ate of H
istory: Four Theses,” C

ritical 
Inquiry 35, no. 2 (W

inter 2009): 197–222.
 42 

 Levi Bryant, G
raham

 H
arm

an, and N
ick Srnicek, “Tow

ards a 
Speculative Philosophy,” in Bryant et al., The Speculative Turn, 3.

 43 
 Bruno Latour, “The Year in C

lim
ate C

ontroversy,” Artforum
,  

Decem
ber 2010, 228–29. Also see Bruno Latour, Politics of N

a-
ture: H

ow
 to Bring the Sciences into Dem

ocracy, trans. C
athe-

rine Porter (C
am

bridge, M
A: H

arvard University Press, 2004).
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m
ateriality and nonhum

an agents, and take account of circuits of causality that extend 

beyond hum
an origins (as in the new

 m
aterialist philosophy of Jane B

ennett). It w
ould 

also correlate w
ith science-studies approaches to nature as a site of “radical openness, 

an edgy protean differentiating m
ultiplicity, an agential dis/concontinuity” (as in the 

theorization of K
aren B

arad), and invoke the “becom
ing-w

ith” ontologies that view
 

the hum
an body as a m

ultiplicity of beings (including the bacteriological) all enm
eshed 

w
ithin com

plex m
ultispecies ecologies (as in the w

ork of D
onna H

araw
ay). 44 T

here are 

indeed m
any critical resources new

ly available for political-ecology analysis.

A
t the forefront of this convergence, art figures as a central platform

 for the cre-

ative practice of speculative realism
s, linking w

ith further philosophical inquiry and 

conceptual experim
entation, as w

ell as exploring, for instance, w
hat a “w

orld-w
ithout-

us” w
ould be like, or w

hat “zoe-egalitarianism
” w

ould m
ean and “becom

ing-E
arth” 

entail. 45 B
ut there are m

any potential rifts and discontinuities in this theoretical conflu-

ence. A
long w

ith L
atour, theorists like M

orton have gone to great lengths to criticize 

the traditional W
estern concept of nature by m

obilizing post-anthropocentric term
s 

that are also post-natural. L
ong positioned as an ahistoric m

onolith in a separate realm
 

apart from
 the hum

an, nature’s conventional definition appears to critics faulty for its 

basis in ontological objectification and dualistic thinking, the conceptual platform
 for 

extractivist practice. It is also opposed for its ideological m
anipulations, particularly 

w
here it acts as a force of naturalization, fixation, and dom

ination. “E
cology w

ithout 

nature,” then, prom
ises to dis-

solve representational form
s that 

allow
 for exploitation of a vast 

realm
 by agents w

ho exist in the 

unnatural zone of culture. 46 Yet, in 

m
y view

, rejecting the term
 nature 

is not an option, even w
hile I agree 

w
ith efforts geared tow

ard its 

conceptual reorientation in order 

to undo nature’s objectification 

and ontological isolation. E
ven 

m
ore, it’s crucial to acknow

ledge 

nature’s significance as a rally-

ing cry w
ithin the contem

porary 

resurgence of Indigenous and 

environm
entalist activism

, w
hich also insists that hum

ans are fully integrated in and 

part of the natural realm
. A

n additional obstacle w
ith som

e of these approaches is 

that proposals for new
 sociopolitical com

positions, m
odeled on a cosm

opolitical sce-

nography of global governance, as in L
atour’s w

ork, often lack a structural critique 

of neoliberalism
 (indeed, this absence helps explain L

atour’s problem
atic support for 

techno-fixes and geo-engineering projects, a position directly challenged in K
lein’s 

recent w
ork). 47 For there’s little in L

atour’s 2004 book Politics of N
ature, or in his recent 

w
ritings about the A

nthropocene, that attends to the W
T

O
, free trade arrangem

ents, 

the W
orld E

conom
ic Forum

 in D
avos, or the political econom

y of petro-capitalism
—

a com
plex actor-institutional netw

ork that m
otors the global fossil-fuel ecologies of 

unsustainability. A
s a result, w

e are invited to overlook the m
anifold violence that is 

clim
ate change. 48 In this regard, L

atour’s silence, or lack of direct engagem
ent w

ith cor-

porate globalization, parallels speculative realism
’s characteristic political diffidence, 

its general w
ithdraw

al from
 the political sphere of hum

an activities, sw
ept aside in its 

eagerness to theorize object-oriented ontologies. 49

G
iven these tendencies, it’s necessary to bring these form

ations into relation 

w
ith key accounts of political and social ecology; that is, if they are to gain critical 

use value. For m
e, these include, 

but are not lim
ited to, the w

ork 

of postcolonial and M
arxist theo-

rists and activists (for instance, 

V
andana S

hiva, D
avid H

arvey, 

N
eil S

m
ith, and Jason M

oore), 

along w
ith the direct political 

analysis of groups like the Inter-

national Forum
 on G

lobaliza-

tion, the International R
ights of 

N
ature Tribunal, and the Indig-

enous m
ovem

ent Idle N
o M

ore, 

in addition to a m
ore socially 

engaged eco-criticism
 (such as 

that of R
ob N

ixon, A
shley D

aw
-

son, and U
rsula H

eise), all of 

w
hich focus on the crises and 

conflicts of actual environm
ental 

 44 
 Bruno Latour, “W

aiting for G
aia: C

om
posing the C

om
m

on 
W

orld through Arts and Politics” (lecture, French Institute, Lon-
don, N

ovem
ber 2011), http://w

w
w

.bruno-latour.fr/node/446; 
also in W

hat Is C
osm

opolitical Design? N
ature, Design and the 

Built Environm
ent, ed. Albena Yaneva and Alejandro Zaera- 

Polo (Farnham
: Ashgate, 2016); Karen Barad, “N

ature’s Q
ueer 

Perform
ativity (the authorized version),” Kvinder, Køn og for-

skning/W
om

en, G
ender and Research, nos. 1–2 (2012), 29; and 

Donna J. H
araw

ay, M
anifestly H

araw
ay (M

inneapolis: University 
of M

innesota Press, 2016).
 45 

 O
n the w

orld-w
ithout-us, see Eugene Thacker, In the Dust of 

This Planet (London: Zero Books, 2011); on zoe-egalitarianism
 

and becom
ing-Earth, see Rosi Braidotti, The Posthum

an 
(C

am
bridge: Polity, 2013), 81.

 46 
 “‘Ecology w

ithout nature’ could m
ean ‘ecology w

ithout a con-
cept of the natural.’ Thinking, w

hen it becom
es ideological, 

tends to fixate on concepts rather than doing w
hat is ‘natural’ 

to thought, nam
ely, dissolving w

hatever has taken form
. Eco-

logical thinking that w
as not fixated, that did not stop at a 

particular concretization of its object, w
ould thus be ‘w

ithout 
nature.’” M

orton, Ecology w
ithout N

ature, 24.

 47 
 Bruno Latour, “Love Your M

onsters,” in Love Your M
onsters: 

Postenvironm
entalism

 and the Anthropocene, ed. Ted N
ord-

haus and M
ichael Shellenberger (O

akland, C
A: Break-

through Institute, 2011), 17–25, http://thebreakthrough.org 
/index.php/journal/past-issues/issue-2/love-your-m

onsters; 
and Klein, This C

hanges Everything, 279.
 48 

 Rebecca Solnit w
rites: “C

lim
ate change is global-scale vio-

lence against places and species, as w
ell as against hum

an 
beings. O

nce w
e call it by nam

e, w
e can start having a real 

conversation about our priorities and values. Because the 
revolt against brutality begins w

ith a revolt against the lan-
guage that hides that brutality.” Rebecca Solnit, “C

lim
ate 

C
hange Is Violence,” in The Encyclopedia of Trouble and 

Spaciousness (San Antonio, TX: Trinity U
niversity Press, 

20
14), http://truth-out.org/progressivepicks/item

/28933-
clim

ate-change-is-violence.
 49 

 See Bryant, H
arm

an, and Srnicek, “Tow
ards a Speculative 

Philosophy,” w
here the authors address Slavoj Žižek’s cri-

tique of speculative realism
 as having an inadequate ac-

count of political subjectivity, claim
ing in their defense that 

“there needs to be an aspect of ontology that is indepen-
dent of its enm

eshm
ent in hum

an concerns. O
ur know

ledge 
m

ay be irreducibly tied to politics, yet to suggest that reality 
is also thus tied is to project an epistem

ological problem
 

into the ontological realm
” (16).
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R
osi B

raidotti argues for a “postanthropocentric creation of a new
 pan-hum

anity,”
54 

w
hether her futurism

 overlooks present resources located in, for instance, Indigenous 

heritage and current political engagem
ents that w

ere never anthropocentric in the first 

place. T
he point, how

ever, isn’t to focus on specific intellectuals w
ho im

portantly con-

tribute to com
prehending political ecology today, but to becom

e sensitive to the general 

academ
ic tendencies of non-acknow

ledgm
ent that continue the exclusion of traditions 

and populations that have historically suffered centuries of colonial violence.

M
any Indigenous cosm

ologies do in fact offer ecological w
isdom

 about localized 

and sustainable form
s of life based on synergies w

ith biodiverse, healthy environm
ents. 

Pointing this out does not am
ount to an idealization of Indigeneity, and indeed there are 

thorough criticism
s of this idealization tendency as w

ell as historical exam
ples of the 

destructive relations of natives to nature in the pre- and post-contact periods. 55 R
ather, it 

rem
ains im

perative to register the cultural traditions of peoples living in environm
entally 

sensitive w
ays, w

ho have rearticulated their form
s of life in the context of present geo-

political and ecological conflicts and their ongoing struggles for decolonization and cul-

tural survival—
unlike m

uch of W
estern m

odernity, w
hich continues to push the w

orld 

beyond the tipping points of anthropogenic environm
ental catastrophe. Post-anthropo-

centric philosophy is not a recent discovery, but rather connects—
w

hether intentionally 

or not—
to long-standing Indigenous view

s of nature as a pluriverse of agents. T
hese 

view
s define a cosm

opolitics—
 

a 
creative 

social 
organization 

m
erged w

ith w
orld m

aking—

existing generally in contradistinc-

tion to the nature/hum
an divisions 

of W
estern anthropocentric colo-

nial ecologies. 56

W
hat w

e need then are new
 

m
ethodologies to acknow

ledge 

the voices of historically oppressed 

peoples, w
hich stand to strengthen 

the basis of ethico-political soli-

darity around ecological concerns 

by joining w
ith current struggles 

for 
cultural 

and 
environm

en-

tal 
survival 

against 
corporate 

struggles. A
s w

ell, environm
ental concerns in the G

lobal South need to be addressed, 

and here I’ve considered w
hat M

adhav G
adgil and R

am
achandra G

uha call the “envi-

ronm
entalism

 of the poor.” D
oing so helps to avoid continuing the G

lobal N
orth’s leg-

acy of provincialism
, prejudice, and privilege regarding ecology, w

hich has led to the 

m
ultifaceted violence tow

ard the W
est’s colonized peoples, as w

ell as tow
ard its ow

n 

poor, disenfranchised, and Indigenous populations—
part and parcel of w

hat G
adgil 

and G
uha term

 an “environm
entalism

 of affluence,” w
hich also m

ight be said to char-

acterize som
e of the recent theorizations of the speculative turn. 50

O
ne step to escape the environm

entalism
 of 

affluence is to decolonize our research m
eth-

odologies, in part by acknow
ledging the con-

ceptual lineages of theories elaborated in the W
estern academ

y and tracing their 

connection to the histories of struggles and perspectives of the colonized, including 

Indigenous cosm
ologies, subaltern legal codes, and social m

ovem
ents w

here appropri-

ate. 51 In doing so, w
e take seriously the critiques of native thinkers them

selves, as w
hen 

anthropologist K
im

berly TallB
ear 

takes Jane B
ennett to task for her 

“vital m
aterialism

” that invokes a 

“pluriverse traversed by heteroge-

neities that are continually doing 

things,” and the “lively m
atter” of 

“nonhum
an bodies,” because she 

neglects to m
ention that sim

ilar 

view
s can be found in the cultural 

traditions of m
any Indigenous 

peoples. 52 O
r w

hen anthropolo-

gist Z
oe Todd criticizes B

runo 

L
atour’s discussion of the clim

ate 

as a “com
m

on cosm
opolitical 

concern,” pointing out his failure 

to cite the w
ork of any thinkers 

from
 First N

ations cultures that 

have long held such beliefs. 53 

O
ne w

onders sim
ilarly, w

hen  50 
 M

adhav G
adgil and Ram

achandra G
uha, “Ideologies of Envi-

ronm
entalism

,” in Ecology and Equity: The Use and Abuse of 
N

ature in C
ontem

porary India (London: Routledge, 1995), 98.
 51 

 In som
e w

ays, m
y project parallels related attem

pts to trace 
post-anthropocentric theoretical discourse to Indigenous 
and pre- and postcolonial thinking and practice, as w

ith the 
“Forensis” project at the C

entre for Research Architecture at 
G

oldsm
iths, and Anselm

 Franke’s “Anim
ism

” research exhibi-
tion; see Forensic Architecture, Forensis; and Franke, Ani-
m

ism
. In other w

ays, it attem
pts to m

ove beyond these often 
Latour-inspired conceptualizations that rem

ain—
problem

ati-
cally in m

y view
—

w
ithin W

estern discourse paradigm
s, as 

critically addressed by Jessica L. H
orton and Janet C

atherine 
Berlo, “Beyond the M

irror: Indigenous Ecologies and ‘N
ew

 
M

aterialism
s’ in C

ontem
porary Art,” Third Text, no. 120 (Janu-

ary 2013): 17–28.
 52 

 See Kim
 TallBear, “Beyond Life/N

ot Life: A Fem
inist-Indige-

nous Reading of C
ryopreservation, Interspecies Thinking 

and the N
ew

 M
aterialism

s” (lecture, U
C

LA, N
ovem

ber 5, 
2013), https://w

w
w

.youtube.com
/w

atch?v=TkU
eH

C
UrQ

6E; 
citing Bennett, Vibrant M

atter, 122.
 53 

 Zoe Todd, “An Indigenous Fem
inist’s Take on the O

ntological 
Turn: ‘O

ntology’ Is Just Another W
ord for C

olonialism
,” Ur-

bane Adventurer: Am
iskw

acî (blog), O
ctober 24, 20

14, 
https://zoeandthecity.w

ordpress.com
/2014/10/24/an-indige 

nous-fem
inists-take-on-the-ontological-turn-ontology-is-just-

another-w
ord-for-colonialism

. 
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 Braidotti, The Posthum

an, 101.
 55 

 O
n the destruction of N

orth Am
erica’s m

egafauna som
e thir-

teen thousand years ago, see Alan W
eism

an, The W
orld w

ith-
out Us (London: Virgin, 2008). Also see Shepard Krech III, The 
Ecological Indian: M

yth and H
istory (N

ew
 York: W

. W
. N

orton & 
C

om
pany, 2000); criticism

s of Krech in Vine Deloria, Jr., “The 
Speculations of Krech,” review

 of The Ecological Indian, by 
Shepard Krech, W

orldview
s 4 (2000): 283–93; and criticism

s 
of Deloria in turn in Kim

berly TallBear, “Shepard Krech’s The 
Ecological Indian: O

ne Indian’s Perspective,” IIIRM
 Publica-

tions, Septem
ber 2000, http://w

w
w

.iiirm
.org/publications 

/Book%
20Review

s/Review
s/Krech001.pdf.

 56 
 Isabelle Stengers, “The C

osm
opolitical Proposal,” in Latour 

and W
eibe, M

aking Things Public, 995. For theoretical innova-
tion that does register Indigenous thinking, see Eduardo  
Viveiros de C

astro, “Perspectivism
 and M

ultinaturalism
 in In-

digenous Am
erica,” in The Land W

ithin: Indigenous Territory 
and The Perception of Environm

ent, ed. Alexandre Surrallés 
and Pedro G

arcía H
ierro (C

openhagen: International W
ork 

G
roup for Indigenous Affairs, 2005); and Eduardo Kohn, H

ow
 

Forests Think: Tow
ard an Anthropology beyond the H

um
an 

(Berkeley: University of C
alifornia Press, 2013).
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globalization. W
ith such an effort, non-Indigenous w

riters and scholars contribute to 

challenging the situation of academ
ic “research” being associated w

ith colonial dom
ina-

tion, and supporting the validity of aboriginal peoples’ “right of self-determ
ination, to the 

survival of our languages and form
s of cultural know

ledge, to our natural resources and 

system
s for living w

ithin our environm
ents,” as education scholar L

inda Tuhiw
ai Sm

ith 

explains. 57 For m
e this book is only a beginning step in this direction (as a descendent of 

settler-colonial culture), but this com
m

itm
ent is increasingly im

perative. A
 num

ber of 

points of connection in these pages consider how
 current artistic and activist practices 

have joined the struggles of native and disenfranchised peoples. T
hese include the w

ork 

of A
m

ar K
anw

ar and Sanjay K
ak relating to the D

ongria K
ondh and their fight against 

m
ining in the Indian state of O

disha; Subhankar B
anerjee’s photography and w

riting 

regarding the G
w

ich’in people in A
laska and their opposition to A

rctic oil drilling; U
rsula 

B
iem

ann and Paulo Tavares’s project Forest Law
, regarding the efforts of the Indigenous 

people of Sarayaku for self-determ
ination and environm

ental protection in the E
cuador-

ian A
m

azon; and M
aria T

hereza A
lves’s w

ork w
ith Indigenous com

m
unities in the envi-

ronm
entally degraded C

halco area of M
exico C

ity, w
ork that also connects to the decades-

long Z
apatista struggle for autonom

y and sustainability am
ong the M

ayan com
m

unities 

of C
hiapas. T

hese projects are exem
plary for their refusal to co-opt or idealize Indigenous 

know
ledge system

s, and for “standing w
ith” their subjects. 58 A

s such, they dem
onstrate a 

new
 im

perative for artists, as m
uch as w

riters, to intersect w
ith m

ovem
ents in the global 

struggle for clim
ate justice, hum

an rights, and ecological sustainability.

O
ne significant exam

ple is B
ie-

m
ann and Tavares’s Forest Law

 

(2014), a m
ultim

edia video-based 

investigation built on research into 

the form
ation of the philosophy 

in L
atin A

m
erica know

n as buen 

vivir (good living), particularly in 

relation to A
ndean-A

m
azonian 

cultures. It’s a translation of the  

Q
uechua term

 sum
ak kaw

say, 

m
eaning “living in plenitude, 

know
ing how

 to live in harm
ony 

w
ith the cycles of M

other E
arth, of 

the cosm
os, of life and of history, 

and in balance w
ith every form

 of existence in a state of perm
anent respect.”

59 A
s the art-

ists m
ake clear, this philosophy has Indigenous origins and joins w

ith academ
ic elabora-

tions and political activism
, m

anifesting, for instance, in recent constitutional am
end-

m
ents and legal codes, including the L

aw
 of the R

ights of M
other E

arth, instituted in 

E
cuador in 2008. B

uen vivir politics both challenges the W
ashington-consensus doctrine 

of developm
ent that has ruled L

atin A
m

erica since the m
id-tw

entieth century (com
prised 

of corporate neoliberalism
 and antienvironm

ental neocolonialism
 enforced by authori-

tarian m
ilitary governance) and provides a crucial biocentric m

odel of political econom
y 

based on environm
ental consonance and social equality. “T

he greatest potential of B
uen 

vivir,” Julien Vanhulst and A
drian B

eling argue, “lies in the opportunities it generates for 

dialog w
ith other m

odern discourses and the current form
s of developm

ent, by enlarg-

ing the fram
e of current debates and allow

ing for the potential em
ergence of novel con-

ceptions, institutions and practices through collective learning.”
60 In this regard, ecology 

defines a m
ethod of intersectionality, w

hich insists on thinking being and becom
ing at 

the cross section of m
ultiple fields of social, political, econom

ic, and m
aterial determ

i-

nations. 61 Such a convergence is forcefully addressed in B
iem

ann and Tavares’s w
ork, 

w
hich m

aps a netw
ork of G

lobal South environm
entalism

, Indigenous activism
, and 

practices of E
arth jurisprudence, all w

orking to extend the rights of nature and contest 

the corporate and state destruction of A
m

erindian forest culture. T
he intersectionalist 

politics at stake here resonates w
ithin and beyond L

atin A
m

erica, touching on the rural 

U
S anti-fracking m

ovem
ent and the International C

rim
inal C

ourt’s environm
ental cases 

in T
he H

ague, sub-Saharan A
frica’s struggles to protect biodiversity and Indian subsis-

tence farm
ers’ rights to livelihood. T

his revolutionary E
arth-centered legal shift, includ-

ing its cultural m
anifestations, represents one forefront of the decolonization of nature. 62

T
his book is organized both them

atically and 

geographically. T
here are chapters that con-

sider contem
porary art and activ-

ism
 in relation to subjects such as 

clim
ate refugees, the politics of 

sustainability, the financialization 

of nature, and contem
porary cata-

strophism
. O

thers focus on the 

intersection of art and environ-

m
ent in M

exico, India, the A
rctic, 
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 Linda Tuhiw

ai Sm
ith, D

ecolonizing M
ethodologies: Research 

and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books, 2008), 1.
 58 

 O
n the transform

ative and politically com
m

itted practice of 
“standing w

ith” one’s subject and rejecting false objectivity 
and liberal academ

icism
 in favor of the know

ledge produc-
tion of fem

inist and Indigenous practices and pedagogy, 
see Kim

 TallBear, “Standing W
ith and Speaking as Faith: A 

Fem
inist-Indigenous Approach to Inquiry,” Journal of Re-

search Practice 10, no. 2 (2014), http://jrp.icaap.org/index 
.php/jrp/article/view

/405/371.
 59 

 See Fernando H
uanacuni M

am
ani, Vivir bien/buen vivir: Fi-

losofía, políticas, estrategias y experiencias regionales (La 
Paz: C

onvenio Andrés Bello y Instituto Internacional Inte-
gración, 20

10
), 32; cited in Julien Vanhulst and Adrian  

Beling, “Buen vivir: Em
ergent D

iscourse w
ithin or beyond 

Sustainable Developm
ent?,” Ecological Econom

ics 101 (M
ay 

2014): 56. See also Ricardo Jim
énez, “Retrieving and Valuing 

O
ther Ethical Pillars: The C

oncept of Buen Vivir,” Forum
 for  

a N
ew

 W
orld G

overnance, July 17, 2011, http://w
w

w
.w

orld-
governance.org/article690.htm

l?lang=en.

C
lim

ate Justice N
ow

!

 60 
 Vanhulst and Beling, “Buen vivir,” 61.
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1 

 Em
erging from

 black fem
inist legal theory, intersectionality 

exam
ines overlapping system

s of oppression—
including 

those of race, class, gender, and sexuality—
in the figuration 

of social identity. The m
ethodology w

as first articulated in 
Kim

berlé C
renshaw

, “D
em

arginalizing the Intersection of 
Race and Sex: A Black Fem

inist C
ritique of Antidiscrim

ina-
tion D

octrine, Fem
inist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” Uni-

versity of C
hicago Legal Forum

 140 (January 1, 1989): 139–67.
 62 

 For m
ore on this see m

y essay “Rights of N
ature.”
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and sm
all island nations like the M

aldives and Tuvalu, in addition to the U
nited States 

and E
urope. C

hapter 1, “T
he A

rt and Politics of Sustainability,” traces the conflicted 

notion of sustainability via scientific, political, and cultural discourses since the 1960s, 

exam
ining how

 the term
 often functions as a privileged instrum

ent of greenw
ashing 

and how
 it m

ight be m
obilized otherw

ise. It exam
ines the restorationist eco-aesthetics 

of the ’60s and ’70s that tasked art w
ith the repair of ecosystem

s (in w
ork by A

lan 

S
onfist, A

gnes D
enes, H

elen M
ayer and N

ew
ton H

arrison, and R
obert S

m
ithson); 

the system
s aesthetics of the ’70s, w

here the cybernetic theories of G
regory B

ateson 

and G
yörgy K

epes offered new
 w

ays to consider nature as intertw
ined w

ith techno-

logical system
s (addressed in art by D

an G
raham

, H
ans H

aacke, and P
ulsa); and the 

form
ation of political ecology of the ’90s and 2000s, w

hereby artists have investigated 

nature-culture assem
blages, insisting on the political dim

ensions of ecology and sus-

tainability in relation to social justice and econom
ic equality (in w

ork by M
arjetica 

Potrč, Tue G
reenfort, Superflex, and N

ils N
orm

an).

C
hapter 2, “C

lim
ates of D

isplacem
ent: From

 the M
aldives to the A

rctic,” considers 

how
 distinct (but not unrelated) environm

ental crises are increasingly bringing about 

forced displacem
ents of life from

 the frontline territories of clim
ate change, forem

ost 

am
ong them

 sm
all island states, Far N

orth regions, and low
-lying deltas. It exam

ines 

the contrasting docum
entary photography of the A

rgos C
ollective and of Subhankar 

B
anerjee as m

odels of aesthetic and political engagem
ent, and considers the intricacies 

of clim
ate-refugee discourse and its assorted problem

s. T
hese contexts offer w

ays to 

approach the intertw
inem

ent of political ecology, environm
ental crisis, forced m

igra-

tion, and artistic-activist aesthetics, a nexus posed to becom
e only m

ore pressing w
ith 

forecasts of increased clim
ate-driven m

ass displacem
ent in the near future. In chapter 3, 

“T
he Post-natural C

ondition: A
rt after N

ature?,” I investigate political ecology further 

by focusing on how
 artists—

L
ise A

utogena and Joshua Portw
ay, A

m
y B

alkin, N
ils 

N
orm

an, and the L
aboratory for Insurrectionary Im

agination—
have challenged w

hat 

the late geographer N
eil Sm

ith term
ed the “financialization of nature,” according to 

w
hich natural form

s, such as atm
ospheric carbon, are regulated by m

arket dynam
ics 

w
ithin neoliberal capitalism

. T
his chapter considers how

 artists have analyzed and 

challenged this neocolonial logic by visualizing its w
orkings as w

ell as inventing eco-

logically sustainable alternatives along w
ith perm

aculture and biodynam
ic farm

ing 

(N
orm

an’s sculptural and process-based designs synergize experim
ental architecture, 

public space, activism
, and organic gardening), w

hich also im
portantly entail experi-

m
entation w

ith noncapitalist living, social justice, and environm
ental activism

.

C
hapter 4, “¡Y

a basta! E
cologies of A

rt and R
evolution in M

exico,” begins by 

exam
ining the w

orks of M
inerva C

uevas and M
arcela A

rm
as that contest the exter-

nalities—
the environm

ental and social costs com
m

only disavow
ed by corporate 

industry—
of M

exico’s post-N
A

FTA
 neoliberal econom

y. O
ther artists, including  

G
ilberto E

sparza, Superflex, and Pedro R
eyes, integrate industrial pollution, organic 

agricultural w
aste, or social violence in their w

orks, redirecting them
 tow

ard posi-

tive ends. T
he chapter also considers the revolution in everyday life as practiced by 

the Z
apatistas over the last tw

enty years, w
hich defines an ecological sustainability 

m
erged w

ith revolutionary Indigenous autonom
y. L

astly, the chapter looks at the 

w
ork of M

aria T
hereza A

lves, and particularly her m
ixed-m

edia research project in 

C
halco, on the eastern edge of M

exico C
ity, w

hich addresses the colonial history that 

inform
s present conflicts over land and w

ater use, turning M
exico’s grow

ing capital 

into an environm
ental crisis point. 

T
he book transitions to the South A

sian subcontinent in chapter 5, “N
ature’s Sov-

ereignty: C
onflicting E

nvironm
ents of D

evelopm
ent in India,” w

hich investigates the 

country’s w
orsening environm

ental predicam
ents decades into the G

reen R
evolu-

tion—
the adoption of W

estern industrial, chem
ical-based farm

ing to bring greater 

yields, w
hich has in turn gradually destroyed soil health as m

uch as farm
ers’ liveli-

hoods—
paralleling the expansion of neoliberal agricultural governance w

orldw
ide. 

T
he conflicts accom

panying these histories have initiated an urgent debate over the 

m
eaning of developm

ent and the value of nature, w
hich has occupied m

any Indian 

activist-artists as w
ell. T

he chapter also considers N
ew

 D
elhi’s crisis urbanism

 and 

the Y
am

una R
iver’s failed environm

ental m
anagem

ent through the photography of 

R
avi A

garw
al, and explores eastern India’s zone of social and m

ilitary conflict (C
hhat-

tisgarh and O
disha in particular), w

hich form
s a critical test case for the intersection 

of ecological com
m

itm
ents and activist-artistic intervention. T

here, one finds the sus-

tainability of tribal life pitted against m
ultinational corporate interests intent on car-

rying out resource extraction, throw
ing land use, A

divasi (Indigenous) rights, and 

econom
ic developm

ent into violent disarray. T
his geopolitical tension has becom

e the 

subject of investigation by artists, such as A
m

ar K
anw

ar, and film
m

akers, such as Sanjay 

K
ak, w

hose recent w
orks offer rem

arkable and innovative aesthetic approaches to dis-

putes around the biopolitics of sustainability, postcolonial environm
ental justice, and 

the financialization of nature.

C
hapter 6, “D

ecolonizing N
ature: M

aking the W
orld M

atter,” investigates the 

w
ork of the collective W

orld of M
atter. Taking up M

ichel S
erres’s proposal for a 
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“natural contract” that w
ould bring hum

an culture into a relation of post-anthropo-

centric equality w
ith the environm

ent, overcom
ing hum

anity’s attem
pted m

astery 

and dom
ination of the earth, the collective critically exam

ines capitalism
’s subjection 

of nature to an econom
ic calculus. T

hat situation has led to environm
ental and social 

devastation in places as diverse as B
razil, the N

etherlands, E
cuador, B

angladesh, 

India, and N
igeria—

the various research areas of W
orld of M

atter m
em

bers, includ-

ing M
abe B

ethônico, U
rsula B

iem
ann, L

onnie van B
rum

m
elen and Siebren de H

aan, 

U
w

e H
. M

artin, H
elge M

oosham
m

er and Peter M
örtenböck, E

m
ily E

. Scott, and Paulo 

Tavares. In their far-ranging w
ork, the group redefines nature as a site of aesthetic-

conceptual speculation, taking social struggles against corporate control seriously 

and considering developm
ents in the rights-of-nature discourse, w

hich resonates w
ith 

Serres’s prescient politico-juridical proposition. T
he chapter also exam

ines the form
a-

tion of object-oriented ontologies that decenter hum
an sovereignty, and the group’s 

connection of aesthetics to environm
ental, social, and political system

s. W
orld of M

at-

ter’s collective artistic and interdisciplinary research is pathbreaking. T
hrough con-

stellations of texts, im
ages, and videos, it advances the im

perative to explore how
 the 

w
orld m

atters in m
aterial term

s and via conflicting form
s of valuation, including those 

beyond the econom
ic. 

T
he final chapter, “G

ardening against the A
pocalypse: T

he C
ase of dO

C
U

M
E

N
TA

 

(13),” considers the 2012 m
ega-exhibition’s dedication to environm

ental concerns 

and nonhum
an agencies. It exam

ines how
 contributing artists, such as C

hristian 

P
hilipp M

üller, Song D
ong, and C

laire Pentecost, turned to experim
ental gardening 

in order to propose sustainable w
ays of organizing the natural w

orld, in the process 

opening up new
 paths of creative expression. T

he chapter also critically investigates 

the exhibition’s conceptualization, exam
ining conflicts in theories of botanical nature 

and political ecology by com
paring D

onna H
araw

ay’s post-structuralist approach 

that celebrates nature-technology hybrids w
ith Vandana Shiva’s social-justice activ-

ism
 against corporate biotechnology and its G

M
O

 patenting—
both w

ere included as 

guiding lights in the exhibition’s program
m

ing. A
s w

ell, the chapter reflects on futur-

ist visions of postapocalyptic landscapes presented at the exhibition in the video w
orks 

of M
oon K

yungw
on and Jeon Joonho as w

ell as the O
tolith G

roup. I address the ideo-

logical m
echanism

s of contem
porary catastrophism

, rife in popular culture, accord-

ing to w
hich spectacles of disaster repeatedly narrate our potential future. A

gainst 

this form
 of destructive nihilism

, the chapter poses the urgency of regaining political 

m
om

entum
 around ecology in the present, answ

ered in part by the O
tolith G

roup’s 

construction of a politically insistent speculative realism
.

W
ith this overview

, and during the process of w
orking on the present book, I’ve 

im
m

ersed m
yself in m

aterial that is as challenging in its com
plexity as it is expan-

sive in its geographies (certain areas, including E
ast A

sia, the M
iddle E

ast, and sub-

Saharan A
frica, have received too little analysis ow

ing to lim
ited tim

e and resources, 

and m
ust aw

ait future consideration). M
y research is a first effort at m

aking sense of 

the provocative and m
oving projects of artists, and the m

ultifaceted m
ethodological 

and theoretical approaches to ecology, that have em
erged historically, been m

obilized 

politically, and grow
n significantly in recent years. I’m

 convinced that there is nothing 

m
ore im

portant, tim
ely, and urgent to consider as our present ecological crisis, and in 

this regard, w
e can only do so by starting from

 our bases in our respective fields. U
nder 

current form
s of governance, our relation to the environm

ent threatens our com
ing 

existence, w
here not only nature is colonized but also our very future, a colonization 

that w
e m

ust all struggle to resist. In a w
ay that I find particularly inspirational, M

iya 

Yoshitani, the executive director of the O
akland-based A

sian Pacific E
nvironm

ental 

N
etw

ork, has explained:

T
he clim

ate justice fight here in the U
.S. and around the w

orld is not just a fight 

against the [biggest] ecological crisis of all tim
e. It is the fight for a new

 econom
y, a 

new
 energy system

, a new
 dem

ocracy, a new
 relationship to the planet and to each 

other, for land, w
ater, and food sovereignty, for Indigenous rights, for hum

an rights 

and dignity for all. W
hen clim

ate justice w
ins, w

e w
in the w

orld w
e w

ant. W
e can’t 

sit this one out, not because w
e have too m

uch to lose, but because w
e have too m

uch 

to gain. 63 

Indeed, w
e m

ust all join the struggle for clim
ate justice, doing so from

 our respective 

disciplinary, cultural, econom
ic, or otherw

ise-situated points, and that also m
eans 

challenging the very divisions of specialization in the first place.

 63 
 M

iya Yoshitanti in a speech during People’s C
lim

ate M
arch, 

N
ew

 York, Septem
ber 2014; cited in Klein, This C

hanges Ev-
erything, 155–56.


