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Introduction: Against climate memes

Crisis narratives have long been a prominent feature of the climate movement to galvanize system change. In the global north, the discourse of emergency has been used to evidence planetary damage, spur environmentalism and generate news value.1 However, while this imaginary offers the potential to kickstart transformation, it has relied on a distorted, universalizing and settler-colonial vision of the earth: climate struggles are repeatedly projected to a remote ‘elsewhere’, and social realities are presented as quantiﬁed abstractions.2 In familiar narratives of mainstream media and science communication, ecological crisis is equated with apocalyptic spectacles of melting glaciers and sinking landforms, and green capitalism with a heroic aesthetic that casts future risks as fixable through techno-scientific progress.3 What such narratives often disavow is the radically uneven landscape of environmental injustice, racism, slow violence, institutional failure, colonialism and late capitalism that continue to structure large-scale ecosystemic alterations.4 Meanwhile, the discourse of crisis further prioritizes urgency over justice. Its shock factor occludes the long-term, ongoing and everyday effects of changes in particular places.5 Such thinking has led to some of the most immediately recognizable, popular and well-meaning figurations of eco-emergency actually perpetuating exploitative knowledge relations and socially violent responses, especially in relation to the global south and poor and global majority communities.6

This book seeks to understand how environmental and social actions around the world are catalysing new modes of imagination and response to planetary transformation. Focusing on emerging realms of social justice mobilization, where alternative stories and politics of recovery are being enacted, 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries investigates a range of creative interventions that contest and reframe how climate science, environmental change, technologization, militarization and extractivism are communicated. To do so, I identify five climate memes that have substantially shaped contemporary understandings and responses to accelerating planetary change: melting glaciers; rising sea levels; big oil/fossil capitalism; species extinction; and the growth of ‘the Cloud’, a metaphor that naturalizes and disavows the vast, damaging terrestrial infrastructures required by datafication. I examine how these memes are repeatedly linked to invisible practices of (privileged) decision-making that enable certain places and bodies to be sacrificed as concentrated sites of pollution and degradation.7

Although there are many and diverse places on the planet exposed to such violence, I focus in detail on a few example cases, primarily in the Marshall Islands, Greenland, the Chilean Andes, Guam and the Athabasca Tar Sands (and its downstream impacts). This book follows particular eco-social interventions connected to each. It analyses the collaborations of anti-colonial artists and writers, citizen land defenders, environmental organizations, Indigenous and feminist leadership, high-profile activists and figures rising to prominence. Amongst these are Marshallese poet and campaigner Kathy Jetn̄il-Kijiner, Inuk activist Aka Niviâna, Chilean-born radical artist Cecilia Vicuña, Chinese-Canadian land defender and poet Rita Wong, CHamoru activist poet Craig Santos Perez and British-Canadian anti-colonial artist J. R. Carpenter. Examining their creation of powerful counter-imaginaries, 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries investigates a range of activist projects that foreground planetary degradation’s close association with the naturalized economic and political imaginaries that have long structured social violence.

Across the disciplines, the globalizing discourse of climate governance is often criticized for shifting attention away from place-specific, pragmatic counterresponses and towards technocratic goals.8 From political scientists to geographers, physicists to anthropologists, economists to environmental historians, many are now arguing that a cultural turn is needed to integrate ‘local narratives of change, alongside climate science’ to bring about a broader and critical understanding of climate risk.9 Such a step change requires an integrated approach to earth systems: one that is also capable of appreciating specific relations, ‘situated’ perspectives and complex feedback effects on the ground.10 As Anna Tsing shows in her influential book, The Mushroom at the End of the World, personal narratives and shared testimonies can powerfully visibilize the multiscalar connections between localized eco-social relationships, which cannot be known through scientific praxis alone.11 The project of ‘giv[ing] meaning to abstract scientific information’ enables policy to root governance in ‘societally relevant, local and pragmatic’ responses, as Werner Krauß observes.12

This call for more heterogenous environmental approaches often foregrounds social justice issues: ‘problematizing the domination of climate politics by linear, Eurocentric time and an apocalyptic vision of “the future” defined by white people’.13 Political theory has identified this temporal regime in the rhetoric of numerous well-intentioned global north environmentalist movements, such as the UK-founded Extinction Rebellion and Swedish-founded Fridays for Future (ibid). Amongst those driving the case for approaching ecological and climate change instead ‘as sources of open-ended renewal and regeneration rather than either decline or extinction’ are Audra Mitchell and Aadita Chaudhury.14 Drawing on their expertise in global political ecology and science and technology studies, they showcase the much-needed intersectional work of global majority movements around the world engaged in diverse forms of eco-agency and governance ‘that vastly exceed white visions of “the” end of “the world” ’ (327).

The projects under study in 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries focus attention on emerging realms of eco-social action in and beyond the global north, where a diverse range of alternative stories and collaborative politics of futurity are being enacted.15 Alongside a negative critique of climate memes, I offer five positive case study examples. These identify and track spaces of potentiality and resistance within late liberalism, examining how new forms of ecological and social life spring from them.16 I have begun to think of these examples as sociographies, drawing on Elizabeth Povinelli in Economies of Abandonment.17 She adopts this word, rather than ethnographies, to emphasize a way of ‘writing the social from the point of view of social projects’ (x). Sociography was developed by E. W. Hofstee nearly a century ago to trouble the line between observation and participation. His research into the particularities of people’s social lives was grounded in a concern for ‘concrete, living’ beings in their diversities, ‘lows and heights’ – rather than an ‘abstract’ approach that read lives as ‘systematized’, ‘schematized’ and ‘idealized’.18 In 2022, the editors of Sociography: Writing Differently described their praxis as ‘a search for new academic forms and practices’, which can bring together artistic and scientific knowledge to ‘resist the ideological promotion of dry, dispassionate and seemingly “objective” discourse that has traditionally upheld a set of dominant, privileged voices’.19 This sociography seeks ‘spaces for new sensibilities and sensitivities; unresolved or incomplete argument; multiple, multi-dimensional and multiplying possibilities: for writing differently’ (x). We might be inclined to describe this practice as a kind of ‘grounded theory’.

I find helpful here Dene scholar Glen Coulthard’s notion of grounded normativity, a rethinking of place – land, waterways, sky, subsoils – as a ‘system of reciprocal relations and obligations arising from ‘longstanding experiential knowledge’.20 The concept offers an understanding of land not as a passive object or a possession to be exploited but as an active, relational process in which multigenerational meanings accrue through ‘ethical engagements with the world and our relationships with human and nonhuman others over time’ (13). It is a line of thinking and practice in which critical Indigenous studies has been foundational.21 As Nishnaabeg writer and academic Leanne Simpson observes, respectful earth relations are ‘derived not through content or data, or … decontextualized knowledge, but through a compassionate web of interdependent relationships’.22 Such an approach reorients and repoliticizes the vast dispossession brought about through settler colonialism, calling into question what is at stake in a dominant climate imaginary that portrays a homogenous view of global alteration as unprecedented ‘rupture’ and discontinuity. It is also a response to the (pragmatic and justice-led) demand for closer attention to what cultural, political and environmental ‘emergency’ has meant for the millions of people who have lived through many decades of such transformations.

The projects under study in 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries prioritize the activist leadership of those for whom the violence of ecological breakdown has been ongoing for generations. My focus is on anti-colonial and Indigenous-led responses.23 I have largely selected examples rooted in particular places and specific struggles, as well as those open to multiple and differing experiences (of time, history, futurity, knowledge, and kinship networks). Showing how the ecological debts caused by colonialism stretch backward and forward, these arts activisms work toward corresponding climate imaginaries.24 They rarely use the apocalyptic rhetoric of emergency or catastrophe. They do offer positive examples of where testimonies of present and past damage have anchored political strategy.25 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries makes the case that such politico-aesthetic work is key in the development of an emerging justice-focused response to climate change that challenges the top-down, technocratic, extractive and globalizing narratives of dominant media and science communication. It examines a range of counter-projects that mobilize soft power to develop knowledge of specific alterations taking place on the ground and to establish more equitable frameworks for responding to linked planetary challenges. Such work, I propose, brings disavowed eco-social transformations to public and political scrutiny, reshaping the horizon of climate response.

An important part of my argument is that the arts and humanities have a central role to play, alongside the sciences, in developing knowledge of ways to live differently and to reimagine humans’ place as one part of the altering biosphere.26 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries analyses how creative social action intersects with knowledge gleaned across the disciplines – from geology, science and technology studies, climate modelling, cartography, remote sensing – to navigation, poetry, agriculture, education, citizen science, song, mining, weaving, place-based walks and much more. As I examine the planetary costs of what Mark Nixon influentially termed slow violence, I trace how the harmful contradictions of climate memes are strategically exposed and reframed by artistic interventions that are pragmatically rooted in scientific, economic and environmental debates about resilience, resource and infrastructural development – often in close relationship with Indigenous leadership. Such work is key in bringing together areas often kept separate. It showcases the different entrenchments that limit collective, personal and political responses to environmental and social transformation.27 Rerouting top-down, datafied and distanced representations of crisis and emergency, most of the projects under study are grounded in responses to particular bodies of water, land and living beings.28 They treat collaboration and co-production as essential to the project of configuring good relations with altering and harmed ecosystems. Such work not only supports the communities it grows out of – seeking to develop equity in principle and practice – it further galvanizes a wider network of allies through collaborative international action.29 As we will see, many of the projects discussed are future-facing and have had significant and sustained global influence.

‘Every conflict is in part a battle over the story we tell, or who tells and who is heard’, observes Rebecca Solnit: ‘Changing the story … has often been foundational to real changes.’30 For Solnit, it is important to pay attention to how the ‘less visible long-term organizing and groundwork – or underground work – often laid the foundation’ for profound social transformation: ‘Changes in ideas and values also result from work done by writers, scholars, public intellectuals, social activists, and participants in social media. … political change often follows culture, as what was long tolerated is seen to be intolerable, or what was overlooked becomes obvious’ (Solnit xv–xvi).

In How to Make Art at the End of the World, Natalie Loveless extends this notion of the radical constitutive power and socio-ethical impact of changing the narrative. Her book is a call to intervene in – indeed, to hack – those stories so familiar that they have become ‘compelling objects of belief, naturalized … into calcified truths’.31 These narratives disguise the ways they are ‘productive of and produced by ideological worldviews with real-life consequences’ (21). Rather than discarding such stories entirely, Loveless suggests reappropriating them for revolutionary, justice-focused ends; using them to craft new stories that help ‘reorganize our approaches to our social-material worlds’ (21). Such storytelling is not easy to do. ‘The work … requires ongoing engagement and a willingness to denaturalize the social, disciplinary, ideological structures’ that structure worlds, knowledges, beliefs, habits, interactions and experiences (20). She quotes Thomas King: ‘Want a different ethic? Tell a different story’.32

To follow this line of thinking, climate memes are kinds of (false, stuck) stories, and these ‘stories produce worlds’ that are also ensnared and fallacious (Loveless 19). Hacking the climate script unlocks new forms of worldbuilding, enabling people to re-organize their relationships – so that formerly alienated groups and enervated professional actors, for example, might find alliances. Telling a different story can further spur alternative institutional worldviews and modes of social organization, not least by short-circuiting ‘expert’ habits:


For centuries, biology has relied on a particular set of metaphors—including ladders and trees—to classify and order living beings. Such metaphors have depicted life as a slow but inexorable march upward—up a stairway of creatures with humans at the top, positioned as the most advanced beings. This hierarchical understanding of life, which defines “progress” as a linear movement from the so-called simple to the complex, has long haunted biological inquiry. …

Metaphors are always a double bind: they at once allow us to see and stop up our abilities to notice.33


21st-Century Climate Imaginaries is interested in what frees up these ‘abilities to notice’, in and beyond academic ‘understanding[s]‌ of life’ (Hejnol 87). Many of the projects I have included disturb disciplinary habits, marrying unlikely knowledge practices in ways that make trouble for customary ways of doing research, including my own. Each case study has made me ask: what inherited disciplinary stories shape these methodologies? What habituated metaphors lurk in the forms and directions of this or that line of questioning? If I told a different story, could I find other sets of alliances? ‘Alternate (research) stories create alternate (research) worlds’, as Loveless puts it (24). But is it not also possible to tell multiple stories simultaneously, collaging multiple (research) worlds? Each of the case studies in this book is resistant to being subsumed by institutional space. Although each project speaks to particular audiences and contexts, it is not assimilable within a single frame of reference, or mode of analysis, or disciplinary practice.

Now that the university is on my mind, I can’t help thinking of the ‘condition of possibility’ generated in ‘that unassimilated underground’ described by Fred Moten and Stefano Harney in The Undercommons.34 The authors spotlight disavowed mechanisms of institutional disenfranchisement and injustice within the university, taking up the metaphor of the ‘undercommons’. It is an ungovernable conceptual shadow space of communal investments, activisms, live alliances and (in)expert ways of knowing. This space arises spontaneously through what is both unpredictable and commonplace. It comes about in defiance of imposed professional criteria.


The professions constitute themselves in an opposition to the unregulated and the ignorant without acknowledging the unregulated, ignorant, unprofessional labor that goes on not opposite them but within them.35


Many of the projects discussed in 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries create dissonance and refuse the call to order. Most are organized organically and perform methodological/disciplinary elisions, being multiply staged and often materially chameleon. A sited performance, artwork, website, film and poem, is often just one element of a wider, metamorphosing and imperfectly regulated social project. For example, Cecilia Vicuña’s multimodal poem-letter and plurally sited installation The Blood of the Glaciers (Chapter 2) works within the frameworks of political address and collaborative public action, as well as within artistic, archival, poetic and filmic spheres. The project exists as embodied performance, soft sculpture, website, printed text, and has outputs that are political, outputs that are artistic, and outputs that are academic. It is addressed and cared for differently by each of them. The project is not built to circulate exclusively in the art world, nor the university, nor the public square, nor that of low-fi, DIY community co-construction. It slides between these spaces. Another example that I touch on in Chapter 1 is Amy Balkin’s A People’s Archive of Sinking and Melting. It is part art-as-social-practice, part public art, part heritage intervention, part citizen science and part activism. The project raises the question, to my mind at least: what if many more people were engaged in minimally intrusive ways of generating local knowledge, in collaboration with their communities, on complex issues related to social and climate justice? Both of these interventions have made me wonder what kinds of worlds might be generated through more shared, accessible, imaginative, ‘unprofessional’ and grassroots relationships to scientific and technological knowledge production.

This book is organized into five chapters that examine how a range of artistic activist projects spotlight and reframe eco-social violence and its naturalization through climate memes. Chapter 1 tracks the media portrayal of ‘sinking’ islands in the Pacific and the interconnected legacies of US nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands and Greenland (its focus is the video-poetic work and international activism of Kathy Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Inuk artist Aka Niviâna). Chapter 2 traces the impact of international gold mining in the Chilean Andes, which jeopardizes the local and national water supply that is dependent on the glaciers (Cecilia Vicuña’s artistic and public interventions are the locus of study). Chapter 3 concentrates on Indigenous-led anti-oil land defence in North America, notably the contributions of Rita Wong to anti-pipeline and anti-extractivist social movements, such as those around the Tar Sands in Alberta, Canada. At the heart of Chapter 4 are extinction and necropolitics: I focus on the weaponization of pesticides in Guam during and after the Second World War and the work of Guam-born CHamoru poet Craig Santos Perez, as he communicates the near-extinction of all bird life on the island and its links with the ongoing effects of military colonialism. Chapter 5 turns to the naturalizing metaphor of a growing ‘Cloud’ of data that conceals the accelerating environmental and social impacts of digital media use at scale. I consider the work of J. R. Carpenter, a British-Canadian artist, writer and researcher working across performance, print and digital media, whose multimedia meteorological essay-poem The Gathering Cloud exposes the vast energy consumption, undersea cabling, e-waste and extractive labour that this aerial meme belies.

Each of these aesthetic projects stages disarticulations of colonial power. Perez, for example, targets fantasies of colonial enclosure – the map, the liberal subject, the order of the law – that constitute the possessive investments of settlement at a time of accelerating eco-social instability. Like Perez, Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna activate worlds that exceed any politics satisfied with attempts to achieve the ‘security’ of national and international prosperity and settlement. Vicuña disassembles and reframes the climate change meme of the melting glacier, showing how late liberal extractivist politics is causally linked to glacier death in the Andes and drought in the Huasco Valley. Her focus on the industrial harms inflicted on Andean communities’ intimately known and life-giving bodies of ice spotlights the ecocidal role of deregulated mining for profit and development. Like the reframed memes of species extinction (Chapter 4) and melting glaciers (Chapter 2), Wong’s spotlight on the global industrial causes of toxic watercourses and food insecurity in Chapter 3 – and the grassroots and international social actions that challenge it – shows how it is possible to rework familiar passive and elegiac postures. These projects resist the dynamics of eco-witnessing and eco-mourning that characterize much mainstream environmentalist iconography and canonical nature poetry. In so doing, I argue, they enable recognition of what is actually harmful, outside of national and economic eco-justificatory logics.

The final chapter on ‘the Cloud’ is an important outlier. It turns to the kinds of naturalizing memes that do not immediately appear related to climate change but for this reason enable the large-scale disavowal and negation of some of the most accelerated forms of capitalist-industrialization driving ecosystemic harm. These are impacts felt most acutely by communities many thousands of kilometres from where memes are produced and distributed. The metaphorical framing of big data-enabling infrastructures – such as vast trans-oceanic cabling and power-hungry data farms – as an ethereal and weightless ‘Cloud’ masks the interconnections between capitalist and imperialist systems and suspends issues of ethics, legality and political responsibility.

Many other climate memes could have been included in 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries. I considered but did not have space to discuss wildfires, extreme storms, drought, desertification and viral mutation. There are also plenty of climate terminologies that call out for scrutiny, such as the scientific language of critical thresholds and red lists, which other scholars have examined at length. Amongst these is Ursula Heise’s excellent Imagining Extinction, which studies the rhetorics, genres and technologies of scientific cultural engagement with species endangerment, biodiversity, environmental policy and law.36 Comparable issues with the neutral-sounding terms sustainability, biodiversity and conservation have also been well documented. Elizabeth Callaway’s study Eden’s Endemics: Narratives of Biodiversity on Earth and Beyond shows how an array of seemingly innocuous tropes (such as the Lost Eden, Noah’s Ark and Tree-of-Life imagery) are rooted in a colonial history that sustains abusive necropolitics.37

A notable problem meme that is widely used, but which did not make it into the final version of this book, is the ‘carbon footprint’. It was invented as part of British Petroleum’s PR campaign in 2004, which successfully generated a widespread public sense of personal climate culpability (thus drawing negative attention away from BP’s own gargantuan carbon contributions).38 Although the duplicity of the footprint meme has been exposed by influential figures such as Rebecca Solnit and Bill McKibben, its bad faith genesis is not as widely known as one might expect.39 Another contender was the ‘tipping point’: its racist origins reference the tendency of white residents to move out of an area when a certain proportion of the neighbourhood was composed of global majority households.40 ‘Negro occupancy had already reached the tipping point which might turn Split Rock Road into a “ghetto” ’, the Pittsburgh Courier reported on 10 February 1962.41

*

‘Projects are the thick subjective background effects of a life as it has been lived; and these thick subjectivities provide the context of moral and political calculation. All judgments and views always occur within thick and particular life projects’ writes Elizabeth Povinelli (6). 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries stays close to examples of particular life projects, and it traces the situatedness that has guided these thick imaginative and political investments. Narrated through a series of alterable and tentative subjectivities, often in the immediate present, this book also attempts to write in a way that acknowledges without foregrounding ‘the thick subjective background effects of my life as it has been lived’ – especially in learning and writing about these projects. (Not least via the complicities of digital research.) Even though my authorial perspective is not impartial, my lifeworld is not the narrative pivot of these case studies. This means the interventions discussed appear in positions of prominence – the centre and the start and the end – of this book’s narrative attention. In this, I gently part company with the author-centred conventions of much global north environmentalist writing, as well as climate and Anthropocene research.

I have begun to think of this book’s provisional and varied subject positionings as forms of speculative situatedness. Speculative because, in grappling with the futurities that haunt the present, the book tunes in to multiple ecological and social realities generated in grossly unequal planetary processes of living, working, warring, consuming and producing. Situated, because, as Karen Barad observes: ‘ “We” are not outside observers of the world. Nor are we simply located at particular places in the world; rather, we are part of the world.’42 Speculative situatedness is a tool for grappling with being uncannily ‘part of’ many worlds (rather than one): bound up in countless harmful planetary intimacies (endocrine disruptors and modern slavery) and violent complicities (structural racism and fossil capitalism). This process of writing and research involves recognizing my complex and varied relationships with multiple worlds – existing and future places – that are different from what I currently inhabit. As ‘the world’ advances into what can’t yet be known, must writers really travel to these times and places to extract evidence to report back? I decided it was better not to go and stand on the melting glaciers this book describes. But it is still possible to offer a compelling – and situated – account of the eco-social actions that took place there. Situatedness calls for attention to the specificities of myriad knowledges, including of place and time. It takes into account relational and intersectional markers, including race, gender, sexuality, class and ability. It would be remiss not to flag here Donna Haraway’s attention to ‘situated feminisms’, used in conjunction with ‘speculative fabulation’ as a way of conjuring more just futures.43

This book owes a further debt to Saidiya Hartman’s creative technique of ‘critical fabulation’, which she uses to redress the historical silencing and obliteration of Black lives in the archives of slavery.44 Seeking a language of connection with these diverse invisibilized lives, Hartman fabulates situated accounts of Black diasporic culture and thought, queering time and rendering past, present and future coterminous: ‘an impossible writing’ that seeks to ‘embody life in words and at the same time respect what we cannot know’ (3–12). Refusing to fill in the gaps or to provide closure, Hartman’s ‘recombinant method’ has inspired subsequent attempts to imaginatively re-inhabit disavowed scenarios, to bring to the fore interconnected violences, survivances and agile forms of planetary defence (12). It stimulates new forms of storying that explore counterfactual realities; hack dominant language and imagery; and seek to create critical, empowering and inclusive social imaginaries (12).

In writing 21st-Century Climate Imaginaries, I have been concerned to minimize reproducing what Eve Tuck calls ‘damage-centered research’, which ‘operates, even benevolently, from a theory of change that establishes harm or injury in order to achieve reparation’.45 For this reason, my writing focuses on challenges to naturalized forms of eco-colonialism and environmental racism (rather than simply reporting their deleterious effects). I am also conscious of my non-neutral perspective as an Anglo-Asian researcher who was schooled, and now lives and works, in the UK. I have tried to signal my position as an intimately implicated outsider to the stories and cases described, as well as the privileges conferred by occupying this particular set of relations to the eco-social violences with which this book is engaged. Another way of thinking about the ethics at stake here is given by Mohawk scholar Audra Simpson: ‘I refused then, and still do now, to tell the internal story of their struggle. But I consent to telling the story of their constraint’.46 To write this book in 2024 is to come after many people who have refused to put impacts and harm at the forefront of climate imaginaries. Rather, they have articulated ecological and social action as a practice of affirmation, knowledge building and allyship. This book hopes to follow their lead.
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1Sinking islands: Kathy Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Aka Niviâna

‘We are sinking.’ Standing knee-deep in seawater on the shore of Tuvalu, the country’s foreign minister addresses COP26 delegates in Glasgow, UK. Simon Kofe’s speech is being televised from a location that had recently been above sea level, visualizing the current impacts of the climate emergency on low-lying Pacific islands.1 From his semi-submerged podium, Kofe makes palpable the real-life situation people are enduring in November 2021, in a region frequently described as ‘the frontline’ of environmental crisis.2 He talks of the need for ‘bold action … to address the very pressing issues of human mobility under climate change’.3 The video is shared widely on social media, reaching international audiences well beyond the conference delegates.

‘Sea level rise is perhaps the most powerful sign of planetary change’, observes Elizabeth DeLoughrey.4 ‘The water is rising on us’, writes Florian Mussgnug.5 But why has the spectacle of dangerously rising seas – coupled with sinking landmasses – come to occupy such a prominent place in popular Global North understandings of ecological crisis? This chapter tracks the particular emergence of the climate motif of sinking islands in the Global South, which has been used repeatedly as a synonym for eco-emergency. I examine how this imagery has helped to articulate a particular stance about the causes, risks and responses to anthropogenic change.6 To do so, I focus on artistic social actions that connect local worlds (intimacies) across continents. I examine the role such work performs in envisioning a new critical aesthetics that challenges the terraqueous imagery of mainstream media and exposes the eco-social violence that popular hydrospheric imagery helps screen from view.

The eco-social justice work of the artists, poets and filmmakers in this chapter is informed by practical knowledge of living in proximity to and reciprocity with the ancient ice and ocean. I argue that this work foregrounds anticolonial perspectives, which home in on forms and bodies outside the dominant purviews of science and the state. These artists frequently perform beyond the printed page and gallery for local and international stakeholders, and most are part of Arctic and Pacific Indigenous communities of resistance. Some do site-specific fieldwork, which details particular changes to Arctic and Pacific ecologies and social realities. Each engages in environmental justice or social movements that connect people around the world. Each emphasizes the role of imagination in questioning naturalized assumptions about the planet and its future, and each challenges the political, economic and social assumptions of Global North colonial and extractive practices.

The appropriation of sinking islands as an icon for climate emergency began in the late 1980s, when sea-level rise was identified as a particular hazard to low.lying island nations.7 By the start of the twenty-first century, the motif was everywhere in mainstream media: climate change was becoming equated with ‘apocalyptic spectacles of melting ice and desperate polar bears, and green capitalism with masculinist imagery of sublime wilderness and imperial heroics’, as Lisa Bloom and many others have argued.8 Visiting journalists repeatedly shot footage of high tides threatening to engulf the Pacific Islands. An often-cited example is the documentary film of Al Gore’s popular 2006 book An Inconvenient Truth.9 It included images from Tuvalu, accompanied by the (incorrect) remark that some ‘Pacific nations have all had to evacuate’, implying that their land had already vanished under the waves. Carol Farbotko identifies this Global North eco-colonial gaze as a projection of ‘wishful sinking’: the production of a moral geography in which distant island nations are most useful in clinching the truth of climate change when they have been inundated by the sea entirely, thus confirming the urgency of ‘saving’ the rest of the planet.10 Tuvalu remains unnamed in Gore’s documentary.

As a region long subjected to what Mark Nixon influentially termed ‘slow violence’, the Pacific Islands have witnessed the degradation of the environment, culture, health, water and food security: these harms have ‘occur[ed] gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space’.11 Hidden in full view – in the spotlight of the world’s eye – this social and ecosystemic violence has become unmoored from its originating causes,12 concealing the ways in which powerful global actors (such as large-scale extractive industry) continue to visit intensified harm upon underserved communities and ecologies in regions distant from large affluent landmasses.13 Kofe’s 2021 address from Tuvalu hacks dominant aqueous imagery, seeking to re-centre climate justice for coastal and island residents in the Pacific. His speech demands recognition that the Pacific Islands are a lived reality, not an ecological metaphor.

This chapter investigates resistance to the use of so-called melting and sinking regions to gauge emerging epistemologies of ecological emergency. Often rendered in the eco-colonial imaginary as ‘empty space’ (aqua nullius/terra nullius) – rather than richly inhabited places – Pacific and polar regions have been affected by ecosystemic changes earlier and more dramatically than much of the rest of the planet.14 The artistic social actions under study in this chapter foreground the key reasons these places have appeared at the ecological frontline. These interventions highlight the slow violence of extreme industrialization, especially pointing to the effects of colonial exploitation and military contamination.15 Most reverse the gaze of media and science communication, placing under scrutiny the ways in which hydrospheric changes are politically and consequentially linked to forms of structural violence in the Global North that exploit ecosystems and beings with the least economic and social privilege.16 They challenge the ways in which even some of the most well-meaning environmentalist media campaigns have been structured to occlude the links between sea level rise, ice melt and the world’s largest sites of resource extraction and military colonial exploitation.17

My specific focus in this piece is on artistic activism that focuses on Kalaallit Nunaat (Greenland) and the Marshall Islands and their colonial histories. I am interested in how this work contests and breaks with the naturalized frameworks of elegy, loss and resource exploitation around ice melt and water inundation. I ask how activist ecological artists hack and rework the symbolic properties of water to stimulate anticolonial forms of ecological engagement. In what ways does their terraqueous focus subvert neoliberal, racialized and gendered oppositions between nature and culture? This chapter considers work that treats altering bodies of water as constitutive life forces (not as passive resources or vulnerable objects). It develops an imaginary that includes humans, plants, animals, geological, hydrological and meteorological agencies, where water is intimately flowing through multiple lineaments of connection. In work by Kathy Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Aka Niviâna, Pia Arke and Amy Balkin, for example, polar ice and Pacific aquapelagoes are not simply landscapes of ruin instrumentalized through sentimental heroism (social and environmental rescue), eco-tourism and resource and knowledge extraction. Nor are they understood as zones to be used for the reconsolidation of Anglo-American and European power through science-centred eco-management.18 As this work shows, by exceptionalizing these places as laboratories for knowledge development, national science programs have connected them to domination by militarized management (and later withdrawal).

As the activists and artists in this chapter show, large-scale industry transforms waters very far afield from the sites of resource extraction and use. Their work demands that forms of creeping violence and interconnectivity are recognized, as they train attention on the longstanding environmental racism that undergirds changes to bodies of water connected across continents.


Meltwater and sea-level rise: From Greenland to the Marshall Islands

In the distance, a lone human form wades into water fully clothed, off the shores of Majuro, the capital city of the Marshall Islands. A few seconds later, the camera jumps to a second isolated figure, just visible as a black dot against the vast frozen landscape of Greenland’s Inland Ice. It is 2021, and I am watching the video poem Rise: From One Island to Another, filmed in location three years earlier. Its authors are two feminist eco-activists – Aka Niviâna from Kalaallit Nunaat (Greenland) and Kathy Jetn̄il-Kijiner from Aelon̄ Kein Ad (the Republic of the Marshall Islands) – whose words and homelands are occupying my screen.

It is hard not to be mesmerized. In one recurring image, the two women stand together, back-to-back, high up on Greenland’s diminishing ‘Eagle Glacier’, reciting their collaborative poem. Filmmaker Dan Lin intersperses shots of Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna grappling with the new hydrosphere realities of their respective homelands. After the credits roll, I turn to the interviews and reviews. In the Guardian, I discover that the well-known grassroots climate change organization 350.org commissioned and disseminated Rise. Its co-founder, Bill McKibben, describes how he had sought a particular visual effect: as ‘One poet watches her heritage turn to water; the other watches that same water sweep up the beaches of her country and into the houses of her friends. The destruction of one’s homeland is the inevitable destruction of the other’s’.19 A key aim of the project, McKibben explains, was to bring home the social and environmental impacts of climate change to a global audience by sharing images of ‘Kathy Jetn̄il-Kijiner literally stand[ing] with two feet planted on the ice that will submerge her country’, ‘I wanted to have that image for the world of someone standing on top of the water that would drown their home when it melted (see Figures 1.1 to 1.3).’20

[image: A photo showing two people standing back-to-back on a snowy landscape under a cloudy sky, with rocky terrain in the background.]Figure 1.1Still from Rise: From One Island to Another. Directed by Dan Lin, Narrative Lost.

[image: A photo showing a person walking on a vast snowy landscape with distant mountains under an overcast sky.]Figure 1.2Still from Rise: From One Island to Another. Directed by Dan Lin, Narrative Lost.

[image: A photo showing a person standing in shallow water while facing the horizon, with a cloudy sky overhead.]Figure 1.3Still from Rise: From One Island to Another. Directed by Dan Lin, Narrative Lost.

I watch again and cannot suppress the feeling that these depictions of sea inundation and ice melt are playing into longstanding anthropocentric and colonial tropes of the beauty and vulnerability of ‘isolated’ and ‘remote’ islands and of islanders as disappearing frontline communities.21 The film’s visual field portrays Indigenous protagonists dwarfed by immense bodies of water: ice sheet, glacial meltwaters and rising oceans. Although one might suggest these images help put homo sapiens in its place by de-accentuating its power, such footage also participates in a scopic regime that closely resembles what DeLoughrey terms ‘salvage environmentalism’, in which a fetishized Western focus on the so-called ruins of Indigenous culture in the Pacific ‘decouple[s]‌ the Pacific Islander from modernity and suppress[es] the causal links between industrialized continents and sinking islands’.22

Jetn̄il-Kijiner’s and Niviâna’s spoken word performance is, of course, a conscious critique of the very eco-colonial and humanist regime in which they participate and which structures well-intentioned global climate change agendas such as those of 350.org. Rise was featured as part of the international social justice campaign, Rise for Climate, which organized 820 actions – including protests, mobilization events and video campaigns – in ninety-one countries, seeking to bring together frontline communities to work towards a fossil-free economy. The campaign was coordinated with a number of Pacific climate movement group actions and offered opportunities to foster political and social solidarity across borders.23 ‘I’ve been travelling the world to share my experiences of how climate impacts are threatening the destruction of homelands and entire cultures’ Jetn̄il-Kijiner reflects.24 The year before Rise was filmed, she had been to Germany with grassroots organizers from islands across Oceania, supporting climate protectors opposing ongoing coal production and petrochemical expansion. In recognition of Jetn̄il-Kijiner’s growing reputation for local and international climate justice work, McKibben asked her to participate in the global Rise social media campaign. Specifically, she was invited to travel to Greenland, with him and glaciologist Jason Box, to make a video poem. Jetn̄il-Kijiner accepted on the condition that the project also involved collaboration with an Inuk poet. Box had recently met Niviâna at a Copenhagen climate protest and was able to introduce the two artists. As well as being engaged in anticolonial activism, Niviâna was writing poems that addressed debates about resource extraction in Greenland as part of the legacy of Danish colonialism.25 The two shared interests in using activist poetics to foreground eco-colonial continuities between the Marshall Islands and Greenland.26


As I continue to travel the world to tell the story of the Marshall Islands, and other areas impacted by climate change, I urge others to stand in solidarity with these communities and with those who are placing their bodies on the line to stop the dirty fossil fuel projects that will devastate the rest of the world. Climate change knows no borders.27 


Rise might be thought of as what Anna Tsing calls a ‘contingent collaboration’, in which local actions, storyings and inscriptions of knowledge are circumscribed by wider circuits of power that reach into and structure their expression.28 As Indigenous women invited to accompany McKibben and Box to a melting glacier at the south of Greenland’s ice sheet – and to be filmed speaking about their climate experiences for predominantly distant and affluent audiences – Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna are alert to their circumscription by the power relations expressed by the constituencies invested in the production and global distribution of Rise. Their ecological critique issues from within the predicament they depict. It is not an idealized view from nowhere. Hence, Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna’s poem issues a reminder:


That life in all forms demands 

the same respect we all give to money

that these issues affect each and every one of us

None of us is immune 

(Rise)


Speaking as part of this collective ‘we’, however, the poets observe that Greenland and the Marshall Islands are not untouched by the ongoing effects of the global marketplace or economic imperialism. Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna point to the ways in which contemporary Micronesian and Inuit responses to ecosystemic change are informed by international networks of exchange and land-ocean relations, which have structured local agendas relating to security, sovereignty and stewardship. Due to the Marshall Islands’ desirable geopolitical location as a point between continents – midway between Hawai’i and Australia – it has historically attracted the attention of colonial countries, including Spain, Germany, Japan and the United States. These relationships of dominance have led to long-term ecological, social and cultural degradation, as well as continuing to deprive the Marshall Islands of sovereignty and self-determination over its own climate adaptation strategies. These overseas actors have enforced the Marshall Islands’ reliance on external funders – in the form of multilateral organizations and wealthier countries – which has perpetuated neocolonial relationships of dependency and advantage.29

Comparably, the impacts of over 200 years of colonization by Denmark continue to shape Greenland’s development as a site of extractive industry.30 This road was paved by the early twentieth-century exploitation of the nation’s land, hydrocarbons and minerals, which were identified as a source of profit to private investors and the Danish state but with little return to Greenland.31 Whilst the nation seeks greater economic independence in the twenty-first century, extractivist logics are still at play in its environmental and social policies and its global relations (with China, Japan, Korea, the US and the EU, to name but a few).32 ‘Greenland, like other colonies and former colonies, has been heavily affected and is still affected by the outsiders who took over’, observes Niviâna in a 2019 opinion piece for NBC news.33 Resource and land ‘management’ across both hemispheres – steered by notions of Global North cultural superiority during and following the period of imperial expansion – continue to influence the behaviour of corporations, nations and investors with regard to the perceived assets of these ‘remote’ islands.34 When US President Donald Trump stated his ambition to buy Greenland for ‘strategic’ purposes in 2019, he framed this imagined purchase as ‘a large real estate deal’ with Denmark, who ‘essentially owns it’.35 But ‘Greenland is not Danish. Greenland belongs to Greenland’, said the Danish premier. ‘Greenland is not for sale and cannot be sold’, Greenland’s prime minister Kim Kielsen responded. In response to these extractive and colonizing logics, Niviâna reflects: ‘If there’s anything good that can come out of it [it] is that it can spur this discussion forward by highlighting to both Denmark and the United States that we are still being treated like a possession when we deserve to be treated as the people we are’.36

Whilst Rise challenges the exceptionalism of powerful political and corporate actors, it points out that these key players have little motive to see beyond:


their oil-slicked dreams, beyond the belief

that tomorrow will never happen, that this

is merely an inconvenient truth.


Rise is well aware how difficult it is to overcome this disavowal, given, as Curt Stager puts it, ‘a long view is not necessarily welcome to those who are preoccupied with events in the here and now.’37 The poem acknowledges that because the alternatives to fossil-dependent lifestyles are so unpromising, it is easier to believe that ‘tomorrow will never happen’ and to turn away from the ‘inconvenient truth’. Ironically, this disavowal is not incompatible with the consumption of environmental truths via the big screen, such as in the mass media spectacle of Gore’s movie. In the darkened auditorium, in the moment of entertainment and leisure, I am consumed by another eco-spectacle and feeding the capitalist engine. Perhaps I am in the grip of what Jonathan Crary has described as a machinic sleep mode: an analogy for the constant mental state of ‘low-power readiness’ in which it is easy to slip into withdrawn, mechanized disavowal because the state of rest is never fully available.38 I sleep through the vision. I see but I don’t see. Comparably, Rise focuses on the difficulty of seeing ‘beyond’ today or fully waking up. It is preferable to remain in ‘oil-slicked dreams’ that enable consciousness to slumber on, eyes averted from the recognition that change is ‘coming for our homes / our lives …’. If even the dawn’s changes will not be looked at, it is difficult to know how to make perceptible ‘[t]‌he sustained influence of our actions today on the immensely distant future’.39

In this way, Rise foregrounds how spectacularly visualized climate data has not led to effective political action but rather to a kind of sleep mode consciousness in which change is just one (reversible) possibility in an ‘immensely distant future’. Perhaps this is why, in contrast, Niviâna’s lines try to make you open your eyes and directly train them on the rapid transformation of specific terraqueous bodies in Greenland – forms on which humans and other agents have depended for millennia. This change is happening in the immediate present. It is taking place ‘as I watch’ (and as you are watching her watch).


Can you see our glaciers groaning

with the weight of the world’s heat?

I wait for you, here,

…

as I watch this land

change


Rise reworks the familiar visual symbols of melting and sinking, also making you prick up your ears. ‘Can you see our glaciers groaning / with the weight of the world’s heat?’ The poem points to powerful vehicles of earth-systemic alteration, such as accelerated economic growth and technological innovation in the name of eco-fixes. These are allied to ‘the ideology that posits that technology, engineering, and built solutions can provide the pathway out of environmental destruction’ as Julie Sze observes.40 When Jetn̄il-Kijiner’s voice joins Niviâna’s, she adopts the delivery style of a welcoming guide to her islands: ‘Let me show you the tide.’ Yet she directs the newcomer’s gaze to environmental details very different from those presented by a promotional tour guide:


Let me show you the tide

that comes for us faster

than we’d like to admit.

Let me show you

airports underwater

bulldozed reefs, blasted sands

and plans to build new atolls

forcing land

from an ancient, rising sea,

…


Jetn̄il-Kijiner’s discussion of ‘bulldozed reefs, blasted sands’ and ‘forcing land / from an ancient, rising sea’ foregrounds the postwar alteration of the Marshall Islands’ atoll sediment regime to enable it to ‘withstand’ a changing ocean. Further reef-damaging climate mitigation plans are underway to dredge Majuro lagoon in order to build elevated islands that can endure rising sea levels: a process that would require assistance from partner nations, including the US, Taiwan and Japan in consultation with local governments, clan heads and iroij.41 ‘Dredging and reclaiming land, there’s nothing new about that’, climate scientist Chip Fletcher observed at a 2018 climate change conference held on the Marshall Islands: ‘its environmentally damaging … [but] I would rather destroy some reef than see an entire culture go extinct’.42 But how far was he on sleep mode?

The Marshall Islands comprise over a thousand Cretaceous-age volcanic islands and islets: five are islands and twenty-nine are ring-shaped atolls, enclosing a central lagoon.43 Most of these are extinct volcanos, later capped by coral reefs and carbonate sediments that developed during the mid-Holocene. The atolls are derived from volcanic development followed by the labour of animate beings: they are comprised of the deposits of millions of corals’ hard limestone exoskeletons – calcium carbonate cemented together with calcareous algae, oysters, foraminifera, echinoderms and more. The process of reef formation is what Elizabeth Povinelli would call a geonotological process, in which the conventional ‘life’ / ‘non-life’ binary is riddled and human agency is no longer in the foreground.44

Manuel DeLanda has argued that attention to nonhuman forms of worldmaking can dislodge geologically and ecologically violent perspectives: ‘To view human history as unfolding immersed in this cauldron of nonorganic life is one way to eliminate notions of progress or unilineal development.’45 For DeLanda, vast planetary flows (continental shift, lava and glacier flows) intersect with human meaning and action (history, poetry and story) in ways that undermine narratives that perpetuate the hegemonic dominance of Anthropos.

Responding to climate and ecological change demands more than preventing inundation by water: it requires preventing ongoing exploitation via complex colonial-capital processes – including technological and environmental interventions – that have lasting impacts on multispecies ecologies and societies.46 In the Marshall Islands, coral reef damage is one key marker of the interconnection of environmental and socio-economic issues.47 As ocean acidification destroys reefs, the undermining of these protective natural barriers amplifies the effects of storms and flooding from king tides – paradoxically making internationally led mitigation via dredging and land elevation seem more urgent and desirable.48 Meanwhile, as reef loss further impacts fish populations, this in turn reduces food availability for Marshallese communities suffering from inadequate nutrition. Increased food poverty drives up local reliance on imports, especially ultra-processed foods from the US – especially high-fat canned meat and sugar-rich drinks and snacks – exacerbating systemic problems of diabetes and obesity.49 ‘Only one individual in three in the Marshall Islands has access to a balanced diet’ finds a 2021 report, ‘the least wealthy households are the group most at risk’.50

Countering the anthropocentric earth logics that seek industrial eco-fixes, Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna emphasize the powerful agencies of reef and ocean. Rise points to how these entities do things and shape the behaviour of humans and others in numberless ways. Bodies of coral, water and rock are not simply a blank slate to be colonized or used in apocalyptic narratives. Rise reads the islands as constituted through an interplay of planetary agents, not just human activity in human time.


I offer you this shell

and the story of the two sisters

as testament

as declaration

that despite everything

we will not leave.

Instead

we will choose stone.

We will choose

to be rooted in this reef

forever.


Jaimey Hamilton Faris has observed that ‘the sisters become the stone of the island, and in so becoming, they cannot be washed away from it. They are aspects of the island.’51 At the same time, this affiliation is also a recognition of cross-ontological alliance – with coral, with land, with water. The poets’ ‘lesson in permanence’ is also an illocutionary act: it brings into existence the state of affairs to which it refers. ‘[W]‌e will not leave’ is a ‘testament’ and ‘declaration’, as the pairs of sisters (mythic and contemporary) are connected through acknowledgement of becoming-reef: ‘we will choose / to be rooted in this reef / forever.’ This is not as final a transformation as it seems. The poem acknowledges its human kinship with mutably enduring matter, chiefly with the ecology of reef creation. ‘Corals are live buildings’ write Carlos Jiménez and Covadonga Orejas.52 ‘Their carbonate skeletons offer three-dimensional frameworks enabling coral polyps to emerge from the sea bottom and populate huge areas of the ocean. Even after death, the coral skeletons play an important ecological role as they can host assemblages of disparate species within their calcareous remains’ (628). The ‘sisters’ become bonded with these forms of ongoing activity, both as the coral sustaining the reef and petric alliance (with the limestone deposit that supports new coral reef growth).

In this sense, Rise figures its poets as reef, in declaration of their kinship with the animate island bedrock. In making such ‘kin’ – to use Donna Haraway’s ‘assembling sort of word’ – the poem envisages assembling-with reef. Poetic speech is ‘rooted in’ the growth and decompositional cycles of coral, its atoll-forming, slow geologic accrual into the Marshall Islands, and its provision of homes (‘live buildings’) to diverse beings.53 To ‘choose stone’ and ‘shell’ is not to become inert matter but to continue becoming part of reef-assemblage: to offer a testament to the non/human inheritance of myriad and ongoing forces: aquatic and lithic, living and non-living. The poem points to the shared investments of multispecies alliance across time, as the two poets present each other with foundational offerings of shell and stone ‘from the land of my ancestors’ and ‘from one island to another’.

Jetn̄il-Kijiner begins:


Sister of ice and snow

…

With these shells I bring a story of long ago


Niviâna responds:


Sister of ocean and sand,

…

With these rocks I bring

a story told countless times


[image: A photo showing hands holding three stones of varying sizes and colours, including a large white-and-grey one, a medium brown stone, and a smaller stone with grey and tan hues.]Figure 1.4Still from Rise: From One Island to Another. Directed by Dan Lin, Narrative Lost.

This gift-giving honours the participation of longstanding agencies in forming the land ‘I call my home’ (Figure 1.4). Niviâna and Jetn̄il-Kijiner show how their islands are given rise to in the present by phenomena whose manifestations are part of multimillion-year processes: the birth and demise of volcanos, the (de)formation of ice sheets dating from the Pleistocene Period (from circa. 2.6 million to 11,700 years ago), the formation of circular atoll islands, the breakup of ancient decaying reef into coral rock by wind and water, and the production of crystalline rocks of the Precambrian Shield.54 This attention to zones of worldbuilding activity emphasizes the striated ecohistorical frameworks of the late Holocene, which are entangled with the verbal exchange of story and myth: ‘With these rocks I bring / a story’, ‘Let me bring my home to yours’ (Rise). Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna’s gifts of stone and shell as story point to what Susan Naramore Maher describes as ‘multiple histories of place, those cross-sectional stories of natural and human history as traced through eons and generations’.55


My name is Aka Niviâna, I am 25. I am a writer, a poet, a lyricist. I started becoming aware of the climate crisis and became a part of the movement around 5–6 years back. I had a speech in Copenhagen in 2017 and I realized that I could communicate to people with words through poetry and art in a way that I couldn’t through essays and articles … I learned the power of words and I also learned a lot through the opportunities to speak in different places. … we were taught from the very beginning about for example Mother of the Sea/Sassuma Arnaa, which is basically a story about how, if you pollute the oceans, you will get in trouble. And there are other stories like this. … poetry … is the best way for me to communicate with people – and that is the strength that I have.56


In this dynamic connection of the past, present and future, creation stories – as we will see further in the next section – are not ﬁctional legends from the past but cosmological foundations that sustain the continuation of ecology and culture. These longstanding life forces shape the twenty-first century environment, in which land and waters are recognized as ancestors and kin, which pass down multigenerational place-based forms of memory and knowledge.

From within the eco-globalizing frameworks of Rise’s production, Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna redeploy the iconography of sea level rise to emphasize the ethics of cohabitation and ancient reciprocity with the ocean and land: a terraqueous kinship that respects the aquapelagic nature of their homes. (The term emphasizes the integrated nature of water and land: it was coined in distinction to the word ‘archipelago’, which tends to privilege only the land area of islands within a sea.)57 Their collaborative poetics resists settler-colonial and scientiﬁc cartographies that have rendered their islands blank and appropriable and further depicted them as ﬂattened, quantiﬁed abstractions through data visualization and through narratives of vulnerability.


For so long reality has been formed by few people who have the power to speak and to be heard … the people mentioned in narratives are often totally different from the perception of them. As a Greenlandic woman I know we had a lot of people coming, making documentaries: “Look at these poor Greenlandic people!” Well, you know, this observing thing. When people speak for themselves, this also goes against the mystification (Niviâna) 58


In response, Niviâna and Jetn̄il-Kijiner use their work to foreground genealogical connections and matrilineal futurities informed by Indigenous poetics of climate change. They draw on place-based stories in contrast with homogenizing global scale. They underline how ﬂuctuating ecological dynamics are connected to daily life experiences. This is a commitment to terraqueous protection grounded in ancestry and continuity – rather than apocalypse and rupture – which can be seen in the many Indigenous creation stories from the Paciﬁc that start from the birth of the ocean. Such work recognizes the ocean as a life-giving force and articulates accelerating ecological change as part of everyday life with water, rather than a one-time crisis that aquaphobically positions humans against the ocean.59 Ecological change is understood as an issue of cohabitation with water, rather than scientiﬁc knowledge applied to protect humans from threatening encroaching water.


Nuclear colonialism, islander resurgence

The three women face the camera, unsmiling, as they are captured against the ice-covered backdrop of Nuugaarsuk Point, south Greenland. Their direct gazes do not solicit the viewer or seek understanding, nor are they grounded in mutuality. The look does not assume anything is shared between the one compelled to appear and those looking. Have these women been coerced into this static posture and into the racialised grid of naturalist description? It seems not – because in the next shot, they have all turned their backs on the lens and are scrutinizing the frozen landscape into which the photographic record had sought to insert them. You might think they are about to walk into the terrain, but when you look closer, they are standing on a gallery floor. Rather than facing the land itself, the women are contemplating a large-scale photostat of a photograph of it. The three figures are not exhibited objects framed as if continuous with a ‘remote’ Arctic environment but rather subjects coolly scrutinizing the immobilizing norms of ethnographic representation and the naturalized exotifications involved in its construction.

This work is part of a series called The Three Graces by Greenland-born artist Pia Arke (1958–2007).60 Her anticolonial art problematizes how images and scientific discourses on Arctic cultures were constructed by late nineteenth-century Euro-American patriarchal explorers, whose own violent presence and impact remained largely undiscussed. Arke notes that in this regime of research and scopic documentation ‘[t]‌he only people actually present are the people, i.e., the Europeans, that are not on display.’ Some of her pieces – like this one – offer sober portraits of herself and her friends or family, resisting the assumed privilege of the gaze and its links with the (sexually violent) appropriation of Arctic Indigenous people ‘as’ exoticized natural spectacle. In iconic early photography of rural communities, individuals were made to serve as representatives, to stand in for sweeping historical narratives about primitivity and progress, and to evidence the health and social problems of their homelands. Interrogating the power structures that have made access to and knowledge from the Arctic possible – hierarchies often obscured in climate change statistics and communication – Arke’s work reappropriates colonial data to challenge the historico-political positioning of Arctic people. She writes:


we turn towards anthropological humanism to study it studying us, re-appropriating its conceptions of our selves. The alien element that is at play is ourselves, we say. And this can, if nothing else, explain why we throw ourselves with such energy into the game.61


Born to a Greenlandic Inuk mother and a Danish father, Arke weaves biographical components of her personal history into her artistic and poetic works. She takes her dual ethnicity in Greenland and Denmark as a point of departure, both to scrutinize Danish colonial history and to perform counter-erasures, reclaiming territory and resisting routinized violence through the commodification of the body. As she moves between the positions of artist, ethnographer and explorer, Greenlandic terrain becomes a system in which to redistribute categories, traces, imprints and knowledge. Exposing wrongful depictions of place, her work highlights buried and repressed histories and fosters care for what was forgotten, violated and distorted. Recycling colonial material, this work brings back to consciousness the brutalization of Kalaallit women by polar explorers, the ethnographic measurement of their naked bodies, the resettlement of communities to aid colonial territorial expansion, the forced removal of children to Danish boarding schools for ‘assimilation’ and more. It refuses the terms of visibility imposed on them. The work is, as Roberta McGrath has noted, a locus of ‘intersecting gazes’ in which Arke makes you aware of your positioned perspective and its relation to the dominant frameworks through which historical images and narratives are presented.62 Her work shows how, for Greenlanders, being seen has historically involved being targeted for study and use, as part of an optic of visibility and surveillance whose origins are in slavery and the plantation. It is a scopic regime that continues to haunt decolonizing states.

Films ‘ask us to stare at the world as though it were a naked body’, writes Frederic Jameson.63 The filmic gaze is, in Jameson’s sense, always an act of violence, and Arke’s camera work likes to make you aware of your complicity with these hierarchies of the lens. Arctic Hysteria films the artist’s naked form as she interacts with a massively enlarged photograph of a Greenlandic landscape displayed ‘as though it were a naked body’.64 Arke looks into the camera as you look at her: it is not a hospitable gaze. Her performance counters the gendered and racialized norms of Arctic landscape representation and consumption, in which an Indigenous woman is made a spectacle of oneness with nature. Arke is well aware of the multiple others constructing and consuming Arctic bodies in this way, including documentary filmmakers, journalists, ethnographers, environmentalists, geologists and Global North media audiences. She films herself crawling unclothed over the photographed landscape. She smells and scratches the surface, as if hoping to get inside the image, or as if seeking to solve the riddle of what it would mean to be ‘in’ this depiction of the frozen terrain. After some time, she begins to rip the photographed landscape into shreds. Dramatizing the impossibility of being in good relation with violent and colonizing representations of Greenland – and the frustration of interacting with this imagery and its history – Arke’s film ends by dismantling the materials of that regime.

During the Cold War, in agreement with the Danish government, Greenland’s landscape was extensively exploited for the advancement of US strategic defence interests, specifically the project of nuclear deterrence.65 The US used large swathes of north-western Greenland as a nuclear base, following the 1951 signing of the Denmark-US Defense of Greenland Agreement (under the auspices of NATO). Denmark was not legally obliged to consult Greenland – which had no say in foreign policy issues – and the national council of Greenland was not informed about the negotiations underway. Greenland was seen as terra nullius, ripe for atomic exploitation. In 1958, the US sought permission from the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs to establish Camp Century, a new base housing a PM-2A nuclear reactor. Its construction in 1959 constituted a first step toward the US Army’s planned development of a vast subsurface tunnel system, which would enable it to launch a nuclear-missile strike at virtually any target in the Soviet Union. During this period, five bases were established under the Danish-US treaty.

It was only many decades later that the full extent of the US nuclear plan in Greenland emerged. A top-secret military mission had envisioned the installation of 600 nuclear missiles in tunnels beneath the ice sheet, covering a gargantuan 250,000 km2 (12 percent of Greenland’s total land surface).66 This plan – named Project Iceworm – did not correspond to any agreement the US had made with Denmark (or Greenland). Greenland was the ideal location because, from here, Soviet targets could be reached faster and with greater precision. Equally significant: the nuclear missiles would be housed far away from inhabited American territory.

The development of nuclear technology has been closely allied with the colonial appropriation of land and water, in which the supposedly civilized space of science is exported to the ‘underdeveloped’ blank terrain of the Global South.67 The logic of a legitimate right to exploit this territory for the purpose of knowledge expansion and global security underpins – and has been used to justify – atomic testing on Indigenous lands and peoples, the deployment of nuclear weapons in distant islands, as well as the use of terraqueous regions for radioactive waste storage.68 Many communities across both hemispheres are now living through the [deep temporal] unfolding violence of these military industrial experiments, radioactive accidents and irradiated oceans and landscapes. Yet nuclear colonialism has not received as much attention as it might in contemporary Global North discussions of social action and anthropogenic ecological change. In their social justice work, Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna both call attention to the toxic legacies of this military inheritance, and they further communicate its terraqueous violence in Rise:


… nuclear waste

dumped

in our waters

on our ice 

(Rise)69


The Marshall Islands’ distance from large landmasses informed its selection as a primary site for intensive US nuclear weapons testing and scientific study in the Cold War era, rather as the so-called remote location of Greenland marked it out as a prime location for nuclear mobilization.70 The US saw both (incorrectly) as island ‘isolates’ – discrete, closed-off spaces where new atomic technologies could be tried out away from home, and accidents contained by a vast surrounding ocean. These places were treated as ‘living laboratories’ for studying the effects of radiation on local communities.71 Informing this logic is the structure of enclosure, inspired by the Pasteurian laboratory and the Westphalian nation state, which posited Enlightenment Man as superior to nonhuman lifeforms as well as other humans racially construed to be premodern. It is a line of thought that figures Black, Indigenous and other people of colour as less than human. In the context of the Marshall Islands, Teresia K. Teaiwa has influentially shown how such nuclear military use ‘coded … Islanders as exotic, malleable and, most of all, dispensible’.72 Island ecosystems were targeted as sacrifice zones for the advancement of military-scientific knowledge.

Project Iceworm was eventually rejected in 1963, and Camp Century closed down in 1966.73 The site was abandoned with minimal decommissioning because engineering design of the time assumed that the nuclear debris and other toxic waste would be ‘preserved for eternity’ by perpetual snowfall, enabling it to remain securely buried in the ice cap.74 However, in 2016, an international scientific team exposed how this abandoned waste would resurface in the foreseeable future as a result of anthropogenic climate change.75 The study found that significant quantities of PCBs, diesel fuel, sewage – and radioactive debris – currently trapped in Greenland’s thawing ice would be released into the environment within 75 years. The remobilization of these abandoned nuclear wastes represents a new pathway of political and ecological dispute resulting from climate change.

As you watch Rise, the camera lingers on a carefully arranged funereal pile of white coral at the top of Runit Dome, a vast nuclear waste containment structure on Enewetak atoll. Local people sometimes call it ‘The Tomb’, not least because it continues to leak radioactivity into the ocean from its partially lined base – a crater caused by the nuclear incineration of the entirety of Runit Island. In a blog post explaining the relationship between her anti-nuclear and climate activism and her poetic process, Jetn̄il-Kijiner describes the history of the Dome’s construction:


Despite protests from the EPA [Environmental Protection Agency] and the people of Enewetak, over 4,000 US servicemen gathered large amounts of highly radioactive plutonium-239 (with a half-life of 24,000 years) ground it into a concrete slurry, and pumped it into the bottom of the … crater, along with 437 plastic bags of plutonium fragments that crews had picked off the ground and over 104,000 cubic yards of contaminated soil.76


On a recent tour of Pacific islands to discuss climate change, U.N. Secretary General António Guterres spoke of Runit Dome as a huge ‘kind of coffin’ and reiterated the emphasis that the President of the Marshall Islands has placed on the growing ‘risk of leaking of radioactive materials that are contained’ within it.77 Due to rising sea levels and the original temporary design of the concrete structure, the Dome’s vulnerability is increasing. ‘The seawater is [already] inside the dome’, the chair of Columbia University’s Earth Institute told the ABC.78 If a strong storm breached the structure, these further precariously stored remains of America’s nuclear legacy would be reanimated (Figure 1.5).

[image: A photo capturing an aerial view of an island surrounded by turquoise ocean, featuring a large circular structure and a vibrant blue lagoon, with lush greenery along the shoreline.]Figure 1.5Still from Anointed (2017). Directed by Dan Lin, Narrative Lost.

*

It’s late in the day at COP26, and Selina Neirok Leem – a climate change activist and anti-nuclear advocate from the Marshall Islands – is using her spoken word poetry to communicate the ongoing repercussions of atomic testing on her people.79 As she addresses the crowd, she connects public health issues with the history of US nuclear testing:


Marshall Islands

The weeping home to

67 nuclear bombs

Marshall Islands

So damn strong

Absorbing each blow by blow by blow by blow by blow by blow

Marshallese, us,

Learned to live,

To live with the dire impacts

Our DNA riddled with poison

To be passed onto our children and their children.80


Between 1946 and 1958, the US government conducted sixty-seven nuclear weapons tests in the Marshall Islands. The 1954 Castle Bravo test at Bikini Atoll resulted in what is still the worst nuclear disaster on the planet, eclipsing Chernobyl and the Nevada Proving Grounds. When the hydrogen bomb at Bikini detonated with a force a thousand times more powerful than that at Hiroshima, radioactive fallout rained down on nearby Rongelap Atoll. Local people were not evacuated or sufficiently warned about the dangers of what they saw as the ‘snow’ falling all around them, which covered rooftops, trees and the skin of the children who played in it. They suffered acute exposure, including bone-deep radiation burns. Hundreds of residents were then relocated to other islands but not far enough or quickly enough to be safe from the ongoing contamination. Amongst the survivors are women who have subsequently become international advocates for nuclear justice and who have made public the health impacts of radiation on later generations (who were not exposed to the blasts). ‘[Lijon] Eknilang gave testimony at the 1992 inaugural World Uranium Hearing, and to the International Court of Justice in 1995, while [Darlene] Keju-Johnson addressed many international organizations, including the World Council of Churches in 1983, before her death from cancer in 1996’ reports Michelle Keown.81 It is this legacy that Leem demands political leaders continue to engage with when she reminds her audience that: ‘Our DNA [is] riddled with poison / To be passed onto our children and their children.’82

Today’s accelerated rates of melting and rising threaten further to expose the already toxic military colonial legacy outlined by Eknilang and Keju-Johnson, Leem, Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna. They belong to a genealogy of Indigenous scholars, artists and activists from the Pacific, Arctic and around the world who are demanding a change in politico-economic responses to the ecological crisis. This change must address climate and ecological breakdown as a product of historical and ongoing colonial violence, which continues to be structured by paradigms of dispossession, nuclearization and racial capitalism. Leem, for example, uses her speech at the World Leaders Summit to communicate the everyday realities of ‘unemployment, poverty and health concerns’ and ‘power outages on a weekly basis’ in the Marshall Islands.83 At the same time, she takes pride in drawing people’s attention to her government’s spearheading of a 100 per cent renewable energy pledge ‘to free up government resources to help the people achieve priorities like health and education’ (‘Summit’). Leem encourages more countries to sign up for the Kwon-Gesh Pledge, which enables youth engagement in national and local climate-related decision-making, taking action for the joint and intergenerational fulfilment of the Paris Agreement. Highlighting her nation’s global leadership and geopolitical engagement in this way, Leem radically counters dominant media depictions of vulnerable Marshall Islanders that diminish their agency and complexity and enshrine environmentally racist notions of inevitable ‘native decline’.

In performances for political stakeholders – as well as through arts-driven educational and social justice work with other eco-activists and artists – Leem, Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Niviâna use their media platforms to counter the apolitical assignation of climate and ecological change that has repeatedly spotlighted Global South ‘victims’ but sidestepped assigning Global North responsibility. Speaking with site and cultural specificity, Niviâna’s and Jetn̄il-Kijiner speeches, interviews, community and creative work foreground Inuit and Marshallese terraqueous protection in ways that draw on youth and women’s strength, upholding Indigenous values of belonging, communality and spirituality.84 This work steadily repudiates white, patriarchal, mainstream and military representations dominant in US and Danish cultural colonization of the islands and even in some well-intentioned climate change discourses.85 As such, Niviâna shares poetry and stories about the social justice and climate change issues negotiated by Greenlanders, such as at the Global Landscapes Forum in Bonn (June 2019) and in BBC interviews. As part of the Indigenous Climate Action group, her work advocates for Inuit self-determination and resistance to ongoing forms of colonization, displacement and large-scale industrial and military contamination of land and waterways.86

‘Indigenous imaginations of our futures in relation to climate change—… begin already with our living today in a post-apocalyptic situation’ observes Kyle Whyte.87 This is the futurity for which Jetn̄il-Kijiner, too, is imaginatively preparing as her work follows the ‘post-apocalyptic’ threads of nuclear violence. One example is her 2017 video-poem ‘Monster’. It was written in response to a request by the International Campaign Against Nuclear Weapons, and the film was produced by the Nuclear Legacy Project of Pacific Resources for Education and Learning. ‘Monster’ connects the Marshallese legend of mejenkwaad (women demons) with women’s experiences of nuclear ecosystemic devastation, and with the author’s own postnatal depression, which ‘made me feel like a monster’.


How many stories of nuclear war are hidden in our bodies?

574 – the number of stillbirths and miscarriages after the bombs of 1951. Before the bombs? 52.

…

In legends lives a woman. Turned monster from loneliness. Turned monster from agony and suns exploding in her chest. She gives birth to a child that is not so much a child but too much a jellyfish. The child is struggling for breath. Struggling in pain. …


The poem was read at an event in New York leading up to the official signing of the UN Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons. In the run up to this event, Jetn̄il-Kijiner advocated for her country to ratify the treaty and ran anti-nuclear workshops with Marshallese communities. During her writing process, she uncovered material about extensive congenital disorders in babies and Marshallese women’s postnatal trauma as a result of radiation poisoning – those ‘dire impacts’ on ‘[o]‌ur DNA’ noted by Leem, which are ‘passed onto our children and their children’. Jetn̄il-Kijiner’s commentary and poem are transparent about the learning process she had to undergo to write the piece and her surprise at how little knowledge she, as a Marshall Islander, had initially possessed. The process of creating these narratives gently re-surfaces these ‘stories of nuclear war … hidden in our bodies’:88


I wondered if this must have been how the mothers who gave birth to jelly babies first felt. I wondered if they considered themselves monsters … thinking it was punishment for something they did, or some sort of retribution.89 It was a quote from Lijon Eknilang that confirmed this: ‘Marshallese women suffer silently and…our culture and religion teaches us that reproductive abnormalities are a sign that women have been unfaithful to their husbands…for this reason many of my friends kept quiet about the strange births they had. In privacy, they gave birth not to children, but things they could only describe as octopuses, apples, turtles and other things in our experience’.90


Jetn̄il-Kijiner’s work across media often focuses on the generations of gender and reproductive violence and shame resulting from nuclear colonialism in the Marshall Islands.91 It also offers a powerful collective and intergenerational perspective, as well as a nonhubristic and fallible personal voice. Anointed, a further anti-nuclear video-poem from this period, is informed by the journey she made across the blasted northeastern atolls of her island nation. Jetn̄il-Kijiner is filmed performing a Marshallese funeral ritual on top of the concrete structure, directly speaking to and elegizing the vanished Runit Island as a grievable ‘you’. Her words draw analogies between the authorial body – ‘a crater empty of stories’ – and the immense dome of leaking nuclear waste.


I’m coming to meet you

I’m coming to see you

…

Will I find an island

or a tomb?

To get to this tomb take a canoe. Take a canoe through miles of scattered sun. Swallow endless swirling sea. Gulp down radioactive lagoon. Do not bring flowers, or speeches. There will be no white stones to scatter around this grave. There will be no songs to sing.92


Both the poem and the story of its production focus on Marshallese agency in navigating the narratives of anthropogenic nuclear destruction. The poem’s intimate dialogue with the blasted island insists that this violated, toxic place is not empty, terrifying or passive, but a still-existing agency with the power to inspire desire, through ‘meet[ing]’, narrative and journeying. ‘I’m coming to meet you’, ‘I’m coming to see you.’ Intergenerational shame may riddle the radioactive aquapelagic body, but it is still loved. Multiple address forms guide the poem’s course towards the meeting of human and terraqueous bodies. The speaker uses the language of direction-giving to remind herself – and all those estranged from the former Runit Island – of the way ‘[t]‌o get to’ their destination: ‘Take a canoe… Swallow endless swirling sea … Do not…’ However, the absence of cartographic detail implies an addressee and speaker who are intimate with the journey’s requirements. Rather than catering for the explorer-colonizer – who needs a literal steer – the poem gathers Marshallese audiences within its intended ‘you.’ It is Marshallese experiences of continuity with valued, storied (and contaminated) environments that are the focus. In this sense, ‘Anointed’ is an expression of collective love for the irradiated and occupied Pacific. Jetn̄il-Kijiner resists narratives of the apocalypse as end, disappearing islands, lost paradise and flight from toxicity.93 Instead, she reaches towards imaginative Marshallese constructions of the future that build from atomic ecological and social devastation.

Comparably, Leem’s poem foregrounds strong attachments to place in response to wastage and irradiation:


Marshall Islands

Home to a dome suffocating with nuclear waste

That leaks day by day into the land

To the rising water

But we lived, we are surviving

Most importantly, we stayed

We stayed94


In the face of vast scales of transgenerational and reproductive violence, the poem ‘stay[s]‌’ with wounded bodies of water and land. One of the most important decisions is continuing to enact forms of Marshallese embodied relation as part of anticolonial (and antinuclear) social action. This response is not about fixing things but about figuring out new ways to persist. However, beyond the ‘day-by-day’ markers such as Runit dome’s incremental leaking, it is hard to grasp the colossal endurance of atomic waste. Jessica Hurley has written of nuclear settler colonialism as not just ‘the territorialization of Indigenous space’ by testing but as ‘the permanent occupation of that space through irradiation—an occupation that, unlike other forms of settlement, can long outlive the presence of human settlers and their forms of government.’95 A key question for Hurley – as for the poet-activists in this chapter – is what anticolonial responses are possible to the deep futurity of nuclear toxicity.

In the online exhibition Aelõñ in Aibojooj (beautiful small things), Marshallese participants add visual narratives and invite contributions from community members living both locally and abroad.96 The website grew out of a 2018 photography workshop set up by climate justice activist and visual artist Joy Lehuanani Enomoto as part of her master’s portfolio. Her work engages with demilitarization, extractive colonialism and other issues currently affecting the peoples of Oceania. Enomoto worked with Jetn̄il-Kijiner and community photographers to facilitate the exhibition, which was conducted with Jo-Jikum, the Marshall Islands-based climate justice nonproﬁt cofounded by Jetn̄il-Kijiner. Enomoto writes:


There are a few dominant visual narratives of the Marshall Islands, however precious few of those narratives are told by the Marshallese. Issues such as, climate change, the Compact Of Free Association, and the nuclear legacy are discourses about the Marshall Islands fueled by the media. Images of loss and devastation that promote concepts of extinction rather than the deeper stories of an imaginative and problem solving people. But what happens when the cameras are given to those who actually the descendants of the land? How does the lens shift?97


Colonial photography has tended to homogenize and freeze Indigenous life in time. Its spectacular representations – the iconic mushroom cloud and the sinking island – established dominant racialized narratives of disappearing natives unsuited to adapt to a techno-scientific future. These ‘constant visual reminder[s]‌’ have become ‘a tool to control the narrative of the Paciﬁc and to try and prevent us from seeing the complexities and importance of the Marshallese people’, observes Enomoto.98 It is a scopic regime that has stripped agency and consent and entrenched power imbalances between photographer and subject.

Yet many other visual narratives are possible. Capturing the diversity and liveliness of experiences of life in Marshallese communities, just some of these possibilities are registered by Aelõñ in Aibojooj. The exhibition resists objectified gazes at Marshallese water, land and sentient beings. Here, instead, ecological change exists for contributors in real time. Whilst the images they take foreground intimate and exuberant relationships with place, they also document experiences that are ephemeral, compromised and precarious, careful not to exceptionalize the category of the human. These are contributions that offer evolving visual narratives. They offer forms of love for and celebration of place that persist because of the complex mess that gathers here. An anticolonial repository of intimate testimonies, the exhibition and site make trouble for the common visual binary of islands imagined as ahistorical paradise or as the ‘no-future’ end of the world. Countering the way biopolitics determines which populations are seen as fruitful and flourishing – and which are consigned to neglect and abandonment – the interventions stimulate reparative practices of attachment to the fragmentary, marginal and wasted.

*

Browsing the internet on a February morning in 2024, I stumble upon A People’s Archive of Sinking and Melting.99 Since 2012, Amy Balkin has been growing a public repository of items from places that may disappear or become uninhabitable due to the physical, political and economic impacts of climate change. People from all over the world are contributing objects, including from Greenland, Iceland, Tuvalu, Antarctica, Nepal, the US (New Orleans) and Peru. These salvaged items mark present and anticipated vanishings. Each is a proxy for the contributor’s recognition of the geopolitics of precarity and dispossession. Together, they form a collection of community-gathered evidence, a public record. The title – an Archive – gestures to impulses for collecting and preserving that have long been associated with institutional holdings. Yet this archive shores up personal acts of gathering. It stands as a fragile repository. I can’t help thinking of what Caitlin de Silvey has called ‘curated decay’, albeit in a different context.100 A People’s Archive, however, is a holding space for what people envisage will be gone. The contributors are producing a shared place of encounter with future disappearances around the world.


Does the archive contain a future record of political failure to act against climate change as evidenced by materials from places that will have disappeared? Or does it record a period before the actions to reduce emissions to avoid further climate destabilization and its attendant ‘economic and non-economic’ losses were taken?

Taking from the French futur antérieur, but using the English future perfect, the archive marks current climate politics and nascent climate political resistances, as viewed from the vantage of an audience of in a nonspecific future time and place. For contributors, the future anterior is intended to support a specific perspective—will where I am be habitable in the future?101


These people’s documentation of local alterations comprises a set of intimately registered changes, which challenges the abstract scales of scientific measurement. Balkin’s project questions dominant cultural representations and acts of preservation in response to ecological change: she asks for whose imagined future certain things are preserved. Archive shows melting and sinking as registered by citizen-scientists, who note the quotidian, ordinary and small vanishing they witness in situ, often at home or at work. ‘Every day sees a little loss, if you know how to measure it’, says Micaela Neus, who submits abandoned tools she found in Antarctica during her work overwintering there as a support technician. Marking little-reported local disturbances, the video ‘Global Warming Dogsled Expedition’ documents Øle Jorgen Hammeken’s experience of being forced to find an alternative route through the ice cap from Uummannaq-Ikerasak (Greenland) to Allyssa in 2007: the loss of winter sea ice on Disko Bay has rendered this established dogsled route impossible to use. These archived materials quietly show the ways melting and sinking are literally rerouting communities’ relationships: changes that often go under the radar.

Climatic and ecosystemic change is ‘spatially unbounded. It is everywhere and nowhere, hence not easily accessible to imaginations rooted in specific places’ writes Sheila Jasanoff.102 Such changes are often visualized for so-called Western audiences in terms of catastrophic sea-level rise, in which threatened low.lying islands stand in for an imperilled earth. ‘Representing climate change is challenging because it is a process that can be measured only by turning to deep geological time beyond the human and because like nuclear radiation greenhouse gases cannot be seen by the naked eye’.103 The distribution of images of melting polar ice and Pacific Islanders knee-deep in flood water offers a (graspable, scaleable) imaginary for what Farbotko and Lazrus call ‘a Western crisis of nature’ (383). But it is also a failure of imagination, a failure of narrative. These images do not help people to grasp how ecological and climate change is consequentially linked to military and colonial violence and extractivism. Nor do media discourses of climate disaster and apocalyptic futurity – especially those that focus on ‘remote’ islands – inspire resistance to legacies of environmental racism and social injustice. The works in this chapter both challenge and creatively hack popular narratives of loss, vulnerability, migration and techno-rescue as the inevitable futures for communities facing extremes of melting and sinking. Instead, they provide a spur to co-construct alternative plots – encouraging political stakeholders and communities to continue the story of planetary terraqueous futures in ways that are alert to how eco-social destruction has been consequentially linked to the continuing colonial exploitation of resource and knowledge frontiers in ‘remote’ regions (such as in the Pacific Proving Grounds and the Arctic). This reminds me of Cynthia Barounis’ advice: seek out ‘where the damage is and what it looks like’ and fully be present for those troubling intimacies.104

Such work is a call to overturn the racialized elegiac modes of environmental loss, climate vulnerability and nostalgia. It trains attention on the structural violence of twenty-first-century geopolitical and economic systems and on the accelerating devastation of their appropriative legacies. The projects of the figures in this chapter stimulate a politics grounded in recognition of a planetary commons, engaging people in forms of collaborative resistance to intensified extractivist strategies and the colonizing scientific and technological practices that often accompany them. Works such as Rise, ‘I Grew Giant’, Aelõñ in Aibojooj and A People’s Archive are an injunction: a call to rise up, with humility. These are acts of intimacy, persistence and alliance, which recalibrate the visual and narrative frameworks through which certain bodies or populations are labelled as surplus or debris and build transformative relations between survivors.
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2Melting glaciers: Cecilia Vicuña


Water scarcity and gold mining in the Andes

Imagine a glacier melting in the Andes. At its base, thick fibres of red woollen fleece have been draped. Blood-coloured threads are running down the incline in a pattern that dwarfs human scale. The knotted lines of unspun wool might put you in mind of doodles or asemic writing. However, this ‘page’ is the ground you occupy, and the script is textile all around you. The image in your mind’s eye is an artistic intervention by Chilean-born poet and artist Cecilia Vicuña, entitled The Blood of the Glaciers.1 It visualizes the links between glacial recession and extractive industry in Chile’s Atacama Region, by temporarily reconstituting a prominent site at the foot of El Plomo glacier near Santiago. The trickling lines of crimson wool stand in for meltwater ‘bleeding’ from the region’s glaciers as a result of open pit mining. The thick red threads spell out the ecological effects of cryospheric violence on the landforms and ecology of the Huasco Valley. The summit of El Plomo is one of the most distinctive aspects of the Santiago skyline. For the Incas, it was a sacred mountain because the water of the Mapocho River – the main tributary of the valley – came from its glaciers.

In semi-arid regions of the Chilean Andes, meltwater from the cryosphere is a key resource for the local economy and population. Glaciers are water savings banks from which withdrawals are essential in years with low summer rainfall.2 Chile’s capital obtains up to two-thirds of its water in this way during the driest months.3 The glaciers of the Andean Main Cordillera – of which El Plomo is part – sustain the Huasco Valley. They determine the potential for irrigated agriculture, the chief source of income. However, while population growth and steadily expanding irrigation by export-oriented agricultural companies contribute to rising water demand, mining activities are intensifying water scarcity and resource conflicts. Glaciers in the Huasco region have been declining since 1986, and since 2000 show accelerated reduction.4 ‘Besides climate change, human impacts on glacier decrease through mining activities can be assumed’, explain Hess et al.: ‘Dust particle deposition and black carbon increase the albedo of glaciers. As detectable in satellite imagery, massive road constructions started in the mid-1990s, leading to an increase in dust production and some roads even cross glaciers’ (14). Many have argued that new laws on glacier protection are needed for the preservation of the Chilean cryosphere. The loss of ice also has further repercussions. It has been responsible for a disproportionate share of global sea-level rise in recent decades. Relative to its size, no mountain region in the world has lost more ice than the Andes.5

The iconography of the melting glacier is frequently used by scientists, artists and the media to evidence and communicate the urgency of climate crisis. But why is it so prevalent? As Melody Jue and Rafico Ruiz point out, ‘The affective encounter with melting ice has an immediacy that many data-driven arguments for the reality of climate change lack.’6 Yet this use of the cryosphere to convey the scale and stakes of climate and ecological emergency is also a problem. Glaciers are widely attributed qualities of passivity, stasis, emptiness, remoteness and vulnerability based on longstanding colonial and exploitative modes of representation. Although the media provides a wealth of sources to view glaciers, when viewed through secondary sources and remote sensing imagery, their immense masses seem geographically distant, elsewhere and intangible. The use of glaciers as charismatic figures7 for the profound impact that human action is having on the planet also tends to homogenize their dwindling into a generalized marker for apocalyptic futurity. The everyday life of ice in particular places and its links with very real colonial legacies are often neglected or disavowed.8

I am interested in how literary artistic projects address these exclusions. This chapter examines a range of situated aesthetic interventions which engage with livelihoods, cultural and knowledge practices connected to the cryosphere. Pushing back against the tight discursive connections between glaciers and Global North constructions of wilderness, it investigates the ways these projects show how glacial recession is substantially informing local, regional and transnational economic, political and sociocultural activities.9 I also consider how and why the agency and deep time of glacial ice is foregrounded in a number of projects and is often linked with decolonizing agendas.

My primary case study is Cecilia Vicuña’s 2006 project The Blood of the Glaciers (originally entitled El Quipu Menstrual). It involved the Chilean-born multimedia artist and poet conducting a series of site-specific interventions over eleven months in and around Santiago. These included Vicuña’s textile script at the foot of El Plomo glacier, her print poem handed out to the public (see below), a participatory street performance, an exhibition and a letter to the newly elected Chilean president, Michelle Bachelet, whose election pledge had included a promise to halt environmental despoilation and the sale of Chilean land (glaciers, mountains, natural resources) to international corporations.10 Vicuña’s interventions took place at meaningful cultural and geologic sites. They involved communities that have experience of changes in the ice, and for whom the cryosphere’s worldmaking agency, its geological force and its sustenance of the biosphere have been crucial in establishing and maintaining ways of life. Vicuna writes:


The glaciers are in danger of being sold, contaminated and lost. … Chile is about to choose between hearing or not hearing the music of an ancient connection with the glacier and the land …

[t]‌he future heritage of a way of being … that sustains the earth and human life.11


On presidential election day, 15 January 2006, Vicuña climbed El Plomo. Ineligible to vote officially, she spent the day there, creating a temporary, site-specific artwork at the glacier’s foot. The first piece in her series The Blood of the Glaciers was the result. This soft sculpture was Vicuña’s ‘vote’ for Bachelet: the red woollen threads of her textile script laid out like a fragile plea on the immense rocky terrain. The artwork is no longer at the glacier’s base. What remains is a photograph, taken by Vicuña that day, and still available via her website: http://www.quipumenstrual.cl/home---english.html. It is a record of her act of protest in a public space. Her concrete poem. Her way of communicating a political choice. Her way of launching a longstanding multimedia activist project.

Reflecting on this moment four months later, Vicuña wrote a poetic letter to the president:


I am reading the history of Pascua-Lama and the agreements that Chile signed before you were elected, authorizing the destruction of the glaciers and my blood knows that by placing my vote at the mountain, and not in the urn, I was to dream a reversal of the world. …

Michelle, extend your voice out to the glaciers!12


Vicuña was responding to a longstanding controversy over the ecosystemic and social impacts of extractivism in the Huasco region. Of particular notoriety at this time was the proposed Pascua Lama mining project operated by the Canadian company Barrick Gold at the border between Chile and Argentina. A year before Vicuña’s intervention, the planned mine prompted international outcry when the company declared its intention to ‘move’ three glaciers (Toro 1, Toro 2 and Esperanza) and shift their ice to a different location in order to extract the gold that lay beneath them. Pascua Lama was located at an extremely high altitude – more than 4,600 metres above sea level – at the source of the watershed sustaining agricultural production in the Huasco Valley. Grave risks resulted from the planned extraction, including drought due to glacial damage and ecosystemic destruction.13

The drivers of Andean glacial recession are bound up with colonial history, patriarchal violence and Indigenous erasure.14 The Blood of the Glaciers is haunted by the longstanding aftereffects of the neoliberal economic model imposed on Chile by Augusto Pinochet and widely emulated by other countries in the region. That model stimulated the creation of industry-heavy sacrifice zones, and its legacy continues to inform national industrial and environmental decision making, which courts large-scale foreign direct investment.15 Vicuña’s project foregrounds the entangled collective and personal losses that resulted from the dictatorship, as well as its ecological ramifications. The Blood of the Glaciers pushes back against the rhetoric of sustainability and a journey of national regeneration based on overseas investment. Her performances and poetry are a demand and prayer for political leadership that will not ‘put a stop to life’ by giving away the glaciers to ‘neo colonial powers’ (‘Letter’). They challenge approaches to the glaciers (and to social life) that are focused on utility, progress, and human exceptionalism, including scientific, national and environmental repertoires of cryospheric ‘use’.16

Vicuña’s work further challenges the glacier’s association with dominant registers of climate crisis. It deploys textile as a form of resistance, a ‘language without language’ that will vex the iconography of melting ice as a symbol of disastrous futurity.17 Therefore, in The Blood of the Glaciers, the ice is not taken up as a symbol of ecological decline or sustainable regeneration. Rather, glaciers are active forces in the here and now: they are ‘guardians of the cycle of water on its journey from the cloud to the sea’ (‘Letter’). Although this activity sustains earth and human life, it requires ongoing reciprocal response from humans: a choice between ‘hearing and not hearing’, in connection with the water (‘Letter’). The work denaturalizes colonial depictions of glaciers as passive, empty and remote, which have enabled the disavowal of Indigenous land rights and the violation of earth systems. Vicuña’s literary artistic practice is linked to the expression of what Walter D. Mignolo has termed ‘epistemic disobedience’ and discursive ‘de-linking’ from colonial thought.18 The crisscrossing woollen threads on El Plomo interrupt the dominant narrative lines of the glacier’s charismatic monumentality.

From the 1970s to today, Vicuña has been visually, sculpturally and poetically engaged with forms of resistance practiced through what she calls ‘weaving in all the wrong places’.19 She has harnessed textile and language to enact heterogenous forms of return and retrieval. I mentioned earlier that Vicuña’s original title for The Blood of the Glaciers was El Quipu Menstrual. This choice highlights her reworking of an ancient textile form. The quipu is a complex pre-Columbian Andean system of record keeping that used variations of knots and colours on cords to record information. (The word quipu is derived from the Quechua word for knot.) Vicuña redeploys this 5,000-year-old three-dimensional practice of weaving-as-writing, a system that was nearly obliterated by European settler colonists. ‘It was in use until the Spanish Conquest of South America in the 15th century’, Vicuña explains: ‘Soon after, it was abolished. So, for me, it was an act of rebellion to begin again the process of speaking through the threads.’20 To this day, quipus evade perfect legibility, despite multiple projects to decode them and to collect records on known extant examples.21

This defiant practice of ‘speaking through the threads’ has involved Vicuña reenvisaging form and scale. Like her pre-Columbian forebears, Vicuña creates small, necklaced-sized quipus. Notable among them are ‘Quipu in the Gutter’ (1989)22 and ‘Skyscraper Quipu’ (2006),23 which use the fragile, intimate threads of quipu form to offer counterposes to New York’s dominant skylines. However, Vicuña also reinterprets quipu form to construct monumental installations of thread, wool and yarn.24 As part of The Blood of the Glaciers, Vicuña created a large-scale blood-red quipu for an installation at Santiago’s Centro Cultural Palacio de La Moneda.25 Suspended from the high ceiling, twenty-eight knotted cords trailed to the floor, reminiscent of spilled innards. Indeed, the piece offended other artists in the exhibition, who insisted that its size be reduced. But this was only the first of her many giant order quipus, for example, the exhibition of her piece Quipu Menstrual at the thirteenth Shanghai Biennale.26 In these acts of monumental knot-writing, Vicuña often intersperses small found objects – salvaged bits of bone, shell, sticks, feathers – discarded materials and recovered detritus.27 Such knot-writing is recording (and re-cording) what has been dismissed, abandoned and rejected. It forms tentative repositories of lost and unwanted objects.

These practices have long been part of Vicuña’s construction of arte precario (precarious art). She coined the term in the 1960s to describe her ephemeral, site-specific poetic objects crafted from found materials. Many of these fragile pieces endured only the time it takes to be reclaimed by the tide or washed into the gutter by rainwater. Resisting the perfected, finished, permanent and whole, Vicuña often creates poetic artworks that are emergent and entropic: in process. These assemblages do not leave permanent marks on their surroundings. Salvaged materials are incorporated back into the elements. For Juliet Lynd, this is a ‘mode of representation that denies fixed meanings and privileges creative connections, positioning the ephemeral as a gesture of hope against hegemonic discourses of power’.28

However, The Blood of the Glaciers is not only a ‘gesture of hope’ (Lynd). It is a determined practice of resistance to hegemonic power. Vicuña’s focus on impermanence is, in part, a response to the violent legacy of the military coup, during which leftist literature was devalued and destroyed, artworks burned and murals painted over. ‘If we are to be made into litter and castoffs, then fine, I assume that position,’ Vicuña wrote, speaking of her own exile and the destruction of a vast number of her paintings during the regime: ‘I am garbage and a castoff, and that is my language.’29 Refusing slogans of transparency and consensus and symbols of agreement, resolution and completion, Vicuña creates hybrid works that will not concretize. I am reminded of the Argentinian artist León Ferrari who used asemic writing as part of his artworks to protest against the government and imperialist West, indicating the impossibility of communication with political power (such as a dictatorial general) and the control of public thought by corrupt media.30 Vicuña’s practices of recollection envisage the earth as a mobile zone of schisms, knots, striations and opacities, languages which humans do not always learn to value or to read.

‘The past is a field of citations, crisscrossed as much by continuity … as discontinuity … an alphabet of survival … an alphabet of marks to be recycled via the precarious economies of the fragmentary and the trace’ writes Nelly Richard of the early twenty-first-century anti-dictatorial Chilean art scene.31 In Vicuña, fibre is citational, a longstanding language of survival and precarious traces. This soft sculptural alphabet tests the breaking points of worn and stereotyped semantic and visual threads. It grafts new narrative possibilities for understanding contested sites from shreds of personal, political and ancestral memory; from what has been displaced, marginalized or forgotten. Her work might be seen as affiliated with artistic practices that Amanda Boetzkes has described – speaking of earthworks – as ‘redirected toward the destabilization of habitual ways of perceiving natural events’.32

In The Blood of the Glaciers, knotted lines mingle with the metaphors of ‘bleeding’ ice and the earth as corporeal part-object. Vicuña punctuates the rhythms of giant order with the handmade and crafted, the damaged but not-yet-eliminated. The glacier is connected with the ghosts of earlier presences, narratives and shadow forms. Rather than a language of static material objecthood, her project’s textile sculptures suggest the need for continued engagement with what moves and changes, bleeds and seeps. These uncanny poetic forms are living, vital and emergent (Figure 2.1).

[image: A photo showing two people walking on a glacier with hiking poles, surrounded by snow and ice formations.]Figure 2.1Researchers at the USGS survey traversing Grinnell Glacier in Glacier National Park. Photograph by Lisa McKeon, USGS.

Such practices resist the majestic scale of glaciers as they are often filmed and photographed in the media and in science communication.33 Vicuña’s textile poetics ruptures the monumentality of the glacial icon – with its links to modernist ‘pure’ sculpture – by incorporating what is devalued and transitional: unfinished materials, unspun wool, hanging strips, a language of scraps and the discarded voices of earlier cultures. Taking apart the constructed icon of the awe-inspiring solid, white-blue melting glacier, she exposes its mediated and leaky earthly nature. Instead, Vicuña recasts the overexposed glacial body, reframing the politics of its appearance (and disappearance). She restages the rhetorical and visual display of iceforms in ways that do not conform to popular iconography, whether environmentalist or extractivist paradigms. Inverting the position and expectations of the cryospheric gaze, her poetic threads bring into focus what is habitually located outside of the spotlight: ancestral voices, ancient knot-writing, Inca rituals and glacier knowledge, Indigenous agricultural practices and the geologic land-forming agency of ice. This creates regions of shadow play, in which repressed knowledge modes and connections resurface.

Vicuña explains:


The quipu had a virtual counterpart: the ‘ceque,’ which means ‘line’ in Quechua, an Andean language. It was a concept connecting all communities to the sacred sites in the land, usually water.

In the Andes, thread is a metaphor for water, the thread of life. The sources of fresh water are drying up all over the world.34


Vicuña’s threads of meltwater recognize that the sanguineous body of Andean ice is a precious life force. Her work makes clear how the behaviours of these high-altitude water sources are a gateway to local cosmologies. Like the sacred offerings placed on the earth by so many generations of Andean forebears, Vicuña’s lines of wool laid at the glacier’s base are stitched into a larger, longer dialogue: her act honours the complementarity and reciprocity of the ice as lifeline. Vicuña underlines how, in the Andes, the movements of glaciated water are understood as the result of an encounter between different worlds, in ways that elude the confines of colonial, neoliberal appropriation and the spectacularization and fetishization of the glaciers:


They are the guardians of the cycle of water on its journey from the cloud to the sea.

… water is the gold of the 21st-century.

 

Water is life and water is memory. Our ancestors lived and died for water and water will give life to those to come. …

 

the well-being of these valleys … is far more precious than the billions that Barrick Gold promises35


Such work dismantles representations of Indigenous ancestry and land that codify them as obstacle or resource. Specifically, it interrupts colonial logics that present glaciated regions as ‘remote’, empty space – a conceptual framework that has long supported settler violence in the Andes by obscuring, submerging and erasing people’s presence on the land. In Vicuña’s text, glaciers are portrayed in terms of their intimate proximity to humans, whose rhythms are closely observed and responded to, in non-hubristic relations: ‘Water is life and water is memory’, ‘water will give life to those to come.’ Grounded in respectful relations to the glaciers as life-giving ‘guardians of the cycle of water’, these intimate agricultural and cultural knowledge practices are integral to ecological flourishing in perpetuity and ‘for all’, both within the Huasco region and well beyond it.


Glacier funerals: ‘Don’t Mourn, Organize!’

From my computer, I am watching the funeral of a glacier. It is in Iceland, and I am in the UK.36 Around a hundred people are walking up the mountain for the ceremony: scientists, artists, farmers, activists, children, politicians, dignitaries and journalists. This is the first ever glacier funeral, and it is a high-profile event. The participants include Iceland’s prime minister, Katrín Jakobsdóttir, the former UN commissioner for human rights Mary Robinson, the writer and former Icelandic Presidential candidate Andri Snær Magnason and Danish-born artist Olafur Eliasson. The glacier that died was called Okjökull (Ok for short) and its funeral took place in 2019. The event is recorded in a short documentary film produced by American anthropologists Cymene Howe and Dominic Boyer. Their documentary is called Not Ok.37 Its title both decries the changing planetary conditions which are causing such losses – a state of earthly things that is ‘not O.K.’ – and also refers to the end of the glacier’s existence. ‘This was no longer a living glacier, it was only dead ice, it was not moving’, reports Iceland’s leading glaciologist Oddur Sigurðsson. During the funeral, a commemorative plaque is erected, written by Magnason. Entitled ‘A Letter to the Future’, it reads:


Ok is the first Icelandic glacier to lose its status as a glacier.

In the next 200 years all our glaciers are expected to follow the same path. This monument is to acknowledge that we know what is happening and what needs to be done. Only you know if we did it.38


What does it mean for a glacier to live or die? A common definition of a healthy glacier is one that captures, stores, transports and disposes of ice. It should be a dynamic entity, growing more each winter than it melts each summer. A glacier’s vast evolutionary lineage is comprised of a series of such freezing and melting – accumulation and disposal – events. Until its demise, Ok had knotted together generation on generation of ice build-up. Even then, it was a young glacier. The oldest ice in Iceland exists on the north side of Vatnajökull, the largest glacier in the country, created before the Little Ice Age. A thousand years of history are stacked up in its glacial body and are legible in its core. I learnt recently that scientists can date glaciers by reading their rings, which are formed by atmospheric dust each year. Rather like the rings on a tree, glaciers contain a memory: a record of volcanic eruptions, world wars and nuclear events. In the case of Antarctic glaciers, millions of years are stored up. When a glacier dies, this repository is lost.

Having memory is one of many ways scientists refer to glaciers in terms that make them seem animate. They ‘crawl’. They have ‘toes’. When they break off at the ablation edge, they have ‘calved’. Glaciers are storied places, and the language many glaciologists use invests them with agency. Glaciers are involved in place-making. They tell humans a story of the earth they have shaped, a narrative carried in the ice. Scientists who extracted ice cores from Thule in Greenland revealed traces of pollution from the Industrial Revolution and discovered that the Inland Ice retains a memory – a story – of climate that enable them to interpret Holocene history.39

Glaciers might be understood as what Deborah Bird Rose calls ‘knots of embodied time’ (in a discussion of flying foxes).40 The erosion of the distinction between human and nonhuman narrative practices indicates the need for expanded understandings of what counts as storying. A glacier’s accumulated bulk is an evolving lifeforce. Each glacier is part of a lineage: a vital connection point – a thread – between generations of ice and generations of beings dependent on the ice. Glaciers tie each generation to the next. From their transtemporal processes of becoming geologists, they read a planetary story that began long before human narratives.

Vicuña is certainly not alone in foregrounding glaciers as storied places. For people living in the Andean Cordillera, glaciers possess an agency vitally connected to place-making. They also indicate a need to offer less anthropocentric and colonial understandings of legibility/history. In Huasco communities, glacial retreat is not just an icon for abstract planetary change. It is readable as a very clear index of changes to life-worlds in the here and now. In the high regions, where subsistence farmers, llama herders and cattle ranchers have lived for generations, such histories are embedded in the glaciated peaks.41 The remaining Indigenous peoples, including the Diaguita, tell stories about how their ancestors would cross between present-day Argentina and Chile through key passageways in the high mountains. Indigenous archaeological remains are abundant, as are mythological tales involving Inca leaders. These are sacred lands. Near Pascua Lama, there are many unexplored burial sites and an Indigenous cemetery.

It is to this ancestral realm that Vicuña refers in her poem ‘Response to Pascua Lama’, part of The Blood of the Glaciers:


The boy/condor,42 guardian of the glacier was buried alive by the Incas, … on the summit of El Plomo, so the valley we now call “Santiago” would never lack water. …

Today, the Huasco Altino peoples, descendants of the Diaguitas are the caretakers of the ancient vision of the glacier as a sacred place that guarantees life. …

Water is gold

The blood of the earth

…

The unacknowledged ritual of quipu making, [is] … the continuity of our ancestral world.43


Vicuña’s poem highlights the need for enriched understandings of the glaciated summits – this ‘sacred place that guarantees life’. Her lines remind readers that the phenomena of melting are profoundly enmeshed in the Huasco social world. Vicuña focuses on the interaction of mythologies, heritage, agricultural practices, activism and extractivism in the present.

Unfolding across a landscape transforming through economic development, The Blood of the Glaciers is a reminder and an enactment of deep and ongoing attachments to, knowledge of and respect for the ice and its gifts. ‘The enduring connectedness of people with the land results from an active engagement with it; rather than a reflection of “tradition”, it is an integral part of the contemporary modern life of these communities’, writes Arturo Escobar.44 In Vicuña’s project, the glaciers not only demonstrate how environmental crisis is linked to neoliberal practices – ‘giving away the glaciers’ to ‘colonial powers’ – but also how these iceforms are physical and cultural realities, actively shaping conduct, values and relationships (‘Letter’). The glaciers are not inert relics but ‘living sites … continually being renewed’.45

Pascua Lama was shut down in 2018. The project was terminated by Chile after twenty-four years of negotiations and preparatory work by Barrick Gold. This decision followed almost as many years of antimining activism, environmentalist resistance and litigation. It is often cited as a landmark case. Having a mining project cancelled in Chile is highly unusual, not least when it frustrates the investments of the world’s largest gold mining firm. Especially noteworthy was the unique role that glaciers played in the conflict. Much scholarship attributes the success of transnational antimining and multi-scalar environmental campaigning to its emphasis on the importance of glacier preservation: ‘a victory for determined social activists as well as for environmental rights and institutions’, writes Sherrie Baver.46 ‘In Chile, glaciers moved people to act, uniting various sectors of society (including farmers, urban youth, and Diaguita Huascoaltino communities) in the struggle against the Pascua-Lama project’, observes Fabiana Li (104).

Vicuña’s interventions in 2006 were tapping into emerging strategies for re-mapping social and ecological realities on the ground (i.e. reading the land not just as resource and utility). This was still relatively early in the struggle. 2006 was the year that the Chilean government first approved the construction of the mine. The conflict would roll on for a further twelve years. In the years leading up to Vicuña’s interventions, local environmentalists and farmers began a ‘March for Water and Life’ that ran for several summers in the capital of the Huasco province.47 As the resistance gained momentum, demonstrations and street theatre took place in Santiago. Roads were blocked in protest. Support grew from NGOs in Santiago, and a transnational network of NGOs also formed to oppose the project.48 Coalitions were developed with other communities in conflict, including Latin American communities affected by Barrick. As these networks consolidated, it became clear that the issues in the Huasco Valley were widespread and structural: the government’s prioritization of transnational capital interest conflicted with the basic needs of provinces and nations. At the same time, Andean deglaciation was becoming prominent on the international stage as a global ecological concern: ‘Making glaciers disappear is not a problem for this valley or for Chile; it is a problem for the whole world.’49 The protection of glacial ecology began to be taken up as an international responsibility. In these campaigns, as Huasco resident and activist Constanza San Juan recalls, art and activism went hand in hand:


We have organized marches, lectures, created murals and made videos. The struggle has been long, difficult and asymmetrical. When Barrick announced the beginning of the construction site, we organized a community watch which enabled us to document the damage done to the environment and which were used in proceedings against the company. Had it not been for the empowerment of the community and the relentless lobbying of the authorities, Barrick Gold would have triumphed.50


Vicuña’s work addresses questions about how environmental knowledge gets authorized in different contexts, who gets to control it and how it changes over time. What do Indigenous residents living near the highest mountains have to say about long-term and contemporary human ecology in this region? How do their concerns overlap with or differ from those of glaciologists? How do they conflict with or feed into political pledges and socio-economic targets? In 2013, it was proved, to the satisfaction of the Chilean environmental agency, that mining had contaminated local groundwater with high levels of arsenic, aluminium, copper and sulphates, following a lawsuit filed by the Diaguita Huascoaltinos Agricultural Community.51 The construction project was suspended, and Barrick was fined $16 million for environmental damages and inadequate evaluation of the mine’s impact on glaciers. It took another five years of campaigning and litigation before the agency ordered Pascua Lama to be shut down permanently.52

I think again of the plaque erected at Okjökull’s funeral, which warns attendees – and viewers around the world – about the consequences of inaction: ‘This monument is to acknowledge that we know what is happening and what needs to be done. Only you know if we did it.’ The public are encouraged to see the funeral as a call to action, as well as a mourning ritual. It is not an ignoble aim. Ok’s loss is being concretised as an example – a monument – to compel people who may never see a glacier to mobilize, so that they might prevent more disasters. To deliver this message, the script addresses an imaginary future descendent – ‘you’ – a human to whom we would surely wish to say: yes, ‘we did it’! We saved the glaciers! In Olafur Eliasson’s The Glacier Melt Series, I hear echoes of this diction: ‘Every glacier lost reflects our inaction. Every glacier saved will be a testament to the action taken in the face of the climate emergency. One day, instead of mourning the loss of more glaciers, we must be able to celebrate their survival.’53 Despite this well-intentioned rhetoric, however, the plaque – like Eliasson – is oddly unspecific both about ‘what needs to be done’ and who is included in this general ‘we’. Whose actions are responsible, besides ‘humans’ at large? As is clear from the case of Pascua Lama, not all humans are equally responsible, nor equally affected.


We might well ask if the concept of the Anthropocene masks the magnification of environmental injustice, not just toward the nonhuman world, but also toward those who are paying a heavy price for the excesses and hubris of a small minority who have lived far from (or can escape from) where the vast majority are now struggling with their fate.54


Reportage on glacier funerals often uses the vast-scale iconography of environmental ruins in this distancing way. Addressing audiences living ‘far from’ the spectacle of melt, most media accounts do not focus on the determined guardianship, activism stewardship and protective efforts of people living proximate to the glaciers. Nor do they detail the complex responses of populations who must find ways to negotiate the new hydraulic realities when glaciers have been their primary water source. The local identification of Ok glacier as a grieveable life was taken up by the media to help communicate a wider global climate emergency. However, the unresolved violence of settler colonialism and the impacts on Indigenous people whose livelihoods intersect with the ice remained at the fuzzy edges of the glacial picture. Such ‘masking’ reflects flaws in dominant media visualizations of climate change and deglaciation rather than an issue with glacier funerals per se. Nevertheless, I am reminded of what Elizabeth DeLoughrey calls ‘salvage environmentalism’: a ‘genre of mourning’ used to raise awareness about climate change by focusing on environmental icons located far away from the audiences viewing them.55

Soon after Okjökull’s memorial followed two similar events: the funeral of Switzerland’s Pizol glacier in 2019 and that of Clark Glacier in Oregon in 2020. Reflecting on these memorial services and their reportage, Zachary Provant and Mark Carey observe: ‘The spectacle of glacier funerals provokes an important question: do they actually inspire action, accountability, and justice?’


Tearful mourners under black veils stand alongside ‘Demand Climate Action Now’ pickets. News articles showcase dramatic images of funeral processions, collapsing ice, and activists’ handcrafted signs. They provide vivid details of the funerals but fail to explain what drives the ‘glacier apocalypse,’ other than occasional vague references to human-caused climate change. They don’t tap into the justice-focused ice work, like in cryopolitics or cryogenics or the ice humanities, that shows how people living close to glaciers are the ones who contribute the least to their deaths but are most at risk from their loss.56


By contrast, how far does The Blood of the Glaciers constitute ‘justice-focused ice work’? Vicuña’s interventions certainly engage in targeted action and avoid ruin, grief and rescue narratives. Her work turns away from generalized nostalgia about glacial loss and trains attention on the people, companies and industries responsible for the continuing violation of the ice. Vicuña also names names – Barrick Gold, Michelle Bachelet, Pascua Lama – and situates her performances, installations and writing in significant sites in the Huasco Valley that foreground the patient, determined work of regional and transnational groups participating in ecological litigation, climate accountability, protests and demonstrations, attribution science, awareness raising and network building. This is activist literary art that brings people together to form networks and to participate in collective processes of creative resistance, education, publicization and protest.

Vicuña’s 2006 interventions were part of a wider transnational project that has continued to foreground parallels with extractivism and colonial violence across the world. Re-versioning her blood-red quipu for site-specific installations and performances in Australia, Spain, China, Greece, as well as Chile, Vicuña’s work challenges dominant and popular framings of social and ecological injustice, using a range of linguistic, multimedia and intergeneric practices. For example, at documenta 14, following her installation of Quipu Womb in Athens (2017), Vicuña performed a community ‘seaside sacrifice’ that repurposed the Greek wool she had used in her quipu. She further took the remains of this structure to the sea, to make an offering, letting the currents wash away her work and to connect Andean and Athenean mythological sources. Meanwhile, in Quipu Austral, on Cockatoo Island, Sydney, Vicuña worked with a Tasmanian producer to prepare streams of wool, dyed to colours inspired by the palette in Aboriginal paintings. The piece is composed of two elements: unspun wool tied to the cross beams in knots and a sound recording of Vicuña chanting her poems and improvising sounds that spoke of water and threads. ‘In the Andes, thread is a metaphor for water, the thread of life … The sources of fresh water are drying up all over the world’, Vicuña writes: ‘therefore the Quipu Austral’s prayer … for the union of the world, emerging from the commonality of worldviews of the ancient peoples of South America and Australia who created societies … based on equality and freedom’.57

The shapeshifting, multi-sited nature of Vicuña’s intervention enacts a refusal to crystallize legacies of slow violence into a single narrative or site of diminishment, loss or recovery. This element of Vicuña’s praxis is not least a response to her experiences of the socio-political devastation and precarity resulting from Pinochet’s regime. Forced to leave Chile in the early 1970s, Vicuña lived in exile in the UK for many years before permanently relocating to New York. Unable to regain Chilean citizenship, she has since travelled back and forth between the United States and South America. In the next section, I consider how, as The Blood of the Glaciers is repurposed and re-located, Vicuña examines the power of restive interventions; in particular, the potentiality unlocked in a work that is subject to redeployment and change across multiple forms, planetary contexts and situated relationships.58


Ice watch: How to do things with glaciers

Through 2006, The Blood of the Glaciers travelled: it was reinvented and restaged across different locations, participatory forms and media. Vicuña’s poem, ‘A Response to Pascua Lama’, was printed with a red thread and distributed to the public in a run of 20,000 copies so they could ‘pick up the thread’. In May, she composed ‘Letter to Michele Bachelet’, addressing the newly elected president to insist she uphold her promise to protect the country’s natural resources: ‘Michelle, extend your voice out to the glaciers! You have the chance to reconnect water and blood. A unique chance in the history of Chile’ (‘Letter’).

In November, Vicuña repurposes her original quipu to contribute to an exhibition at the newly opened arts and cultural centre in Chile’s presidential palace in Santiago.59 On opening night, streams of blood-red fleece cascade from the ceiling of the gallery – a soft sculptural plea to Bachelet – but the president does not attend. The threads are also thinner than they should be: Vicuña has been forced to reinstall her quipu in a reduced form. On 17 November, Vicuña organizes a street performance with local people outside the palace, repurposing the woollen threads that have not made it into the exhibition (and publicly re-staging it in Bachelet’s line of vision).60 Participants place the lines of red fleece – symbols of glacial meltwater – in front of the government palace. The intervention takes place in silence: a collective public plea to the president that she will not sell the country’s heritage, the glaciers: ‘el agua es el oro, Michelle, no vendas los glaciares.’

In so doing, Vicuña brings the glacier into the city. Her installation and performance visibilize ‘justice-focused ice-work’ within the centre of urban space: meltwater bleeding in from the site of extraction. The glacial work of ‘nature’ is the work of art, viscously seeping into civic space. Further collapsing the cultural framing device of the museum, Vicuña works with local people to draw out the red threads across the public square, to be seen by passers-by and by the president. The performance is designed to interrupt habituated relations with the surroundings. By creating interventions outside of the institutions usually designated for aesthetic production and consumption – locating them at the base of the glacier, outside the presidential palace, in the civic square and in collaboration – Vicuña is opening up ways for different stakeholders to grapple with the issues. She challenges customary political and public perceptions of glaciers (as utility, resource and obstacle) by inserting their sanguineous bodies in the context of urban life. It is in this sense what Miwon Kwon calls a ‘sited community art project’: an act of community definition, defiance and remembrance that deterritorializes the site of extraction (the glaciated Andean Cordillera) and repurposes it across a range of locations in the Huasco Valley, mobilizing processes of site-adjustment and re-situation to foreground its devalued and repressed histories.61

*

December 2018, London Bankside, outside the Tate Modern. There are twenty-four massive chunks of calved glacier melting into the asphalt. Harvested from a fjord outside Nuuk, Greenland, the ice has been transported to the UK, where it is now arranged in a clock formation. People stop and watch the ice disintegrating into puddles on the pavement. Some embrace the ice. Some lick it. Others simply walk around and between the blocks. You may recognize this as Olafur Eliasson’s now-famous Ice Watch, his collaboration with geologist Minik Rosing.62 Designed to expand people’s sensory experiences of glaciers, the installation would help make the realities of climate change more palpable ‘by providing a direct and tangible experience of the reality of melting arctic ice’, Eliasson’s website explains.63

The title Ice Watch is a pun on watching the glacier melt (so as to bring home the scale of climate emergency) while time is running out (the watch lasts as long as the ice takes to melt). The glacial clock is ticking. The time left for human intervention is diminishing. Like Vicuña’s earlier project, Ice Watch utilizes art to foreground the immaterial, conceptual and socio-political entanglements of the Anthropocene. Seeking to raise awareness of the links between warming temperatures, deglaciation and the carbon economy, it operates affectively. The installation of glacier ice in public space engages people in alternative urban spaces for experiencing the work of ‘nature’. These melting iceforms arrest attention from passers-by like Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner waylaying the wedding guest. Eliasson has said that he wanted to interrogate the way audiences see this glacial icon in the context of everyday life. Ice Watch should destabilize and defamiliarize habitual ‘distanced’ ways of perceiving glaciers, disclosing the fizzing, popping, dissolving wonder of apparently inert ice. ‘Put your hands on the ice, listen to it, smell it, look at it – and witness the ecological changes our world is undergoing’, Eliasson instructs.64

[image: A photo showing a person wearing a black beanie, resting their head against a large ice sculpture, with soft lighting in the background.]Figure 2.2Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing. Ice Watch, 2014. Twelve ice blocks. Place du Panthéon, Paris, 2015. Photo: Martin Argyroglo. Courtesy of the artist; neugerriemschneider, Berlin; Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York/Los Angeles. © 2014 Olafur Eliasson.

[image: A photo showing large ice blocks placed in a courtyard at night, with an illuminated historical building in the background and two people examining the ice blocks.]Figure 2.3Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing. Ice Watch, 2014. Twelve ice blocks. Place du Panthéon, Paris, 2015. Photo: Martin Argyroglo. Courtesy of the artist; neugerriemschneider, Berlin; Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York/Los Angeles. © 2014 Olafur Eliasson.

This was not the first iteration of Ice Watch. An earlier installation took place in 2014 in Copenhagen to mark the publication of the IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report on Climate Change. More blocks of ice melted into Paris’s Place du Panthéon in 2015 during the UN Climate Conference COP21 (Figures 2.2. and 2.3). Through these installations, Eliasson aimed to initiate public conversations and influence political debates on the environment. He would do this by getting the artwork out the gallery and the glacier off the screen to make climate change tangible. A real-life phenomenon of melt could connect humans to the nonhuman in collective experiences with the ancient ice.65 At the same time, Eliasson’s explications reveal a didactic impulse behind the project: a desire to establish the take-home message of these encounters. Implicit in these accounts is a belief that touching, seeing and smelling bits of a Greenlandic glacier will signify the same (beneficial) thing to all sentient beings. This idea is bound up in impulses derived from humanist knowledge modes, which are evident in – for example – late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century scientific and literary narratives, which depicted cryospheric explorers pushing back the frontiers of knowledge and experience through encounters with glacial spaces of hazard, terror, darkness and wildness. Such thinking is tied to the notion that humans can or should come away from awe-filled elemental encounters – especially uncanny environmental experiences – with a satisfying overview of the meaning of anthropogenic climate change and an idea of what to do about it.66

Artistic projects can, of course, foreground sensory contact with elemental phenomena without channelling this post-Romantic legacy. There are eco-artworks that do not present glaciers as objects of perception, waiting to be beheld, and instead indicate the partiality of human perception and knowledge. One example is the work of Paul Rosero Contreras, which involves the sonification of glaciers. Rosero’s glacial soundscapes draw audiences into a sensory relationship with geological forces but also destabilize human modes of perception as the assumed norm. In Audiopoiesis (2013), Rosero makes it possible to ‘hear’ what is actually out of human range: the natural frequencies of surfaces in the Antarctic, including icebergs, glaciers and frozen lakes.67 Audiopoeisis records these sounds through vibration sensors and software, modifies their frequency spectrums to make them perceptible and weaves this into an electronic composition. The synthesized tremors of the soundscape remain opaque and resistant to human significations. Such art emphasizes the active agency of the cryosphere (rather than the destructiveness of humans or the creativity of the artist). The glaciers are there being glaciers; they are not about humans. You can listen in if you like. An attentive listener might just detect the sound of their own hubris. Rather than relegating glaciers to the backdrop for ‘our’ activity – of destroying or saving them – Rosero’s work lets icy agency stay in the foreground.

Elizabeth Grosz has argued that one of the problems with Anthropocene theory is its emphasis on human geopolitical drama: it takes as focus the marks people leave on the earth, rather than the contingency of their bodies and societies on the earth’s dynamics.68 In contrast, Vicuña – who situates her artistic actions within geohistories of ice, rock and water – is alert to her intricate enmeshment in and dependence on earth systems (not her unidirectional use of them). Like Rosero’s, this is art that tunes in to semi-visible forces that often lie beyond human perception. A comparably anti-hubristic drive informs the work of Ana Mendieta, whose methods for foregrounding elemental dynamics have had even closer congruence with Vicuña’s. In her 1970s Silueta Series, Mendieta imprinted her bodily form on the land and then photographed the transformation of the land as the human imprint melted, burned, filled with water or blew away. This was a precarious intervention, not an enduring monument. The ephemeral marks were soon erased, foregrounding the artist’s own impermanent occupation of the site. Indeed, as with Vicuña’s quipu at El Plomo, these slight modifications of the land are designed to disappear after time. (Vicuña has long emphasized her work will be ‘completed’ only when reincorporated by the elements). Such transience enacts a refusal to colonize territory. Mendieta’s and Vicuña’s works acknowledge the ice and earth as endlessly shifting textual archives of planetary formation events, which precede and will continue long beyond this moment.

Timothy Clark has described this kind of art as ‘shak[ing] human cultural frames and scales of perception, revealing our own implication in material dynamics we cannot command and the illusoriness of any would-be sovereign overview’.69 Vicuña shows how the cryosphere exceeds the scope of human knowledge and systems of representation, including narratives of glacial loss. She acknowledges the ice’s resistance to representation. Such work testifies to how glaciers evade the drive to represent, fix, know and perceive.70 Vicuña’s knotted threads are an index of her mutable relations to the glaciers and their meltwaters. This refusal to concretize or to engage in eco-mimicry is a challenge to the power valences that undergird even some of the most well-meaning twenty-first-century environmentalist representations of the cryosphere.71

‘A growing number of transdisciplinary art-science projects across the world are taking up the challenge of … rendering visible, audible and tangible the powerful but often invisible forces that shape the planet’s systems’ writes Joanna Page: ‘Many do so in ways that do not emphasize the geological agency of humans so much as the enormous power and dynamism of systems that are wholly beyond human control.’72 For Page, this process promises to ‘locate human history more properly within planetary time’ by rethinking the ‘notions of ecological balance and harmony that persist today in narratives of conservation and climate change’ (31).

Today, The Blood of the Glaciers offers viewers provisional and fugitive forms of material access. What remains are photographs and video footage of the performances, installations, quipus and distributed texts. My encounter with Vicuña’s project involves remotely accessing recordings of in situ activities that were conducted in the past. In one sense, the materials no longer exist in their ‘original’ form or location. Yet, in other ways, the work actively continues. From the start, The Blood of the Glaciers took place in an unsealed temporality – re-enacted and re-constructed in changing forms, across a range of sites and with different participants. The project exists in those participants’ memories and in the ongoing networks of community resistance it helped consolidate. It is also being further extended through its international afterlives, finding new resonances and modes of solidarity across countries, sites, artforms, materials, political contexts and media. The interventions Vicuña began in the Huasco Valley now participate in a wider ‘uncommons’ of ideas and practices, to borrow Mario Blaser and Marisol de la Cadena’s term for evolving trans-local responses to the diverse commons under threat from extractivism.73 Isabelle Stengers has applied the term ‘divergence’ to these kinds of ‘interests in common that are not the same interests’, which enact a ‘coming together of heterogeneous practices and worlds, through negotiations, enmeshments, crossings, and interruptions of colonial, extractivist and necropolitical alliances between the state and corporations.’74

Vicuña has often used digital media to record and to share these practices of ‘heterogeneously coming together’ to interrupt necropolitical power. In her short film Quipu/Khipu (2011), the camera moves from Vicuña’s own drawings, photo compositions and hand-drawn maps of Inca road systems to images of school children’s simulacra of quipu and diagrams of the ceque system that once ‘wove communities together’ as her poetic voiceover explains.75 As Vicuña narrates, the camera lingers on close-ups of red woollen thread, sometimes knotted, sometimes stretched out. The viewer’s gaze follows the thin red line of connection precariously running between photographs of Vicuña’s quipus, of published texts, of community performances and of sacred sites in the Andean peaks: ‘Aconcagua mountain was the highest knot in the quipu/ceque.’76

Images of glacial recession and ice melt have become staples of environmental discourse: ‘flashpoints for establishing public opinion, corporate agendas, and policy positions’, as Heather Hauser has argued.77 However, ‘their increasingly sophisticated visualizations – from remote sensing via drone to satellite-returned geographic information systems – … are not the transparent windows onto ‘natural’ phenomena that they often appear to be’.78 These phenomena are frequently observed from above: a masterful, militarized perspective that offers a god’s eye (and drone’s eye) view of cryospheric change, such as would not be experienced by those dwelling alongside or in the valley beneath a glacier. These detached, technologized ways of seeing – criticized by Vicuña in her essay ‘Language is Migrant’79 – are often produced by for-profit consultancies, as well as scientific institutions, who design how the climate crisis and ecological emergency are seen and understood. They use the camera to build a story of ‘the truth of ice melt’ whose value exists not in its proximity to people’s lived realities but in the emotions that the elegiac pictorial realist mode is likely to produce for those who are safely distanced from them.80

Vicuña’s films and photography short-circuit these visual logics, which have produced and reinforced scopic regimes that naturalize colonial and extractivist exploitation. Hijacking the technologies of image production and circulation, Vicuña uses the camera to debunk habituated ways of visualizing deglaciation (detached and spectacular). Instead, Vicuña focuses the gaze on place-specific, intimate micro-interactions with water, ice and earth. These often attend to the local consequences of glacier melt and on neglected community practices that have long connected people to their high-altitude water sources. We move from immersive horizontal tracking shots of dried-up rivers to extreme close-ups of tangled blood-red wool made as offering, a prayer for the restoration of the water. I watch real-time footage of site-specific community ritual performances with the red thread and quipu workshops with children in mountain schools, involving music, poetry and quipoetry.81

In such work, the camera is redeployed to train attention on the impermanent, the disappeared, displaced, humble, broken or submerged. The objectivity of the Apollonian documentary realist gaze is fragmented and re-corded with embodied practices involving poetry, song, prayer, dance and the visual and plastic arts. Vicuña often trains the eye on what exceeds visibility; what remains in a state of shadow or opacity and can only be registered as in glimpses and through multiple senses. Her work has not been easy to categorize, as it shifts content and form across media, resulting in genre-crossing and code-switching, as we move from film to print, audio to visual, sculpture to literary performance. This, too, is a form of resistance. It springs from ‘a desire to blur the hierarchies, genres and divisions imposed by the Western gaze; an attempt to challenge the colonial vision and existing hierarchies of Western art history’, as Miguel A. López argues. Refusing the overexposure of that dominant gaze, Vicuña performs situated practices of eco-social care ‘in the shadows of hegemonic art history rhetoric’.82 It is work that powerfully constructs ‘divergent ways of understanding and constructing the contemporary’ – especially its violent and extractive ecological imaginaries.83
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3Tar sands and oil pipelines: Rita Wong

It is 16th August 2019. An award-winning poet and professor stands on trial in British Columbia’s Supreme Court. Rita Wong is about to be sentenced for her participation in a pipeline opposition movement. In a statement before the judge, she describes the scene of her arrest, an Indigenous-led gathering outside a terminal owned by oil giant Kinder Morgan. ‘Our ceremony that morning was an act of spiritual commitment, of prayer, of artistic expression … in the face of climate crisis, an act of allegiance with the earth’s natural laws’, Wong explains: ‘I pray that the urgency of the climate crisis and our responsibilities to be good relatives living on Coast Salish lands, under Coast Salish laws, will help to guide this justice system.’1 These words do not influence the ruling of Justice Kenneth Affleck. Wong is found in breach of a court-ordered injunction designed to stop opponents from impeding access to pipeline worksites. The judge hands down a four-week prison sentence.

Four years earlier, Canada’s National Energy Board granted permission for site explorations to begin on Salish territory near what is known as Vancouver, as part of the proposed Trans Mountain pipeline expansion. This ruling prompted environmental and Indigenous activists to take to the land while the decision was challenged in British Columbia’s Court of Appeal. As Kinder Morgan drilled two bore holes into Burnaby Mountain, a peaceful blockade camp was setting up in a parking lot near the summit, comprised of a collection of tents and tarps, a small covered sitting area and a circle of chairs around a sacred fire. Part of the purpose of this gathering was to rally support to protect the land by making known the social and ecological threats resulting from the proposed expansion. These included the increased risk of oil spills in the uniquely biodiverse and culturally rich Salish Sea, the jeopardization of the drinking water of millions of humans and other-than-humans along the pipeline’s 1,150 km pathway, the infringement of Indigenous land rights in Alberta and British Columbia and the project’s potential to scupper global climate change goals.2 Some opposition groups argued against the continued reliance of Canada and other industrial economies on fossil fuels, calling for increased investment in clean energy alternatives. People carried placards that read: ‘No Consent, No Pipeline’, ‘Water is Life’, ‘System Change, not Climate Change’ and ‘Keep it in the Ground.’

The Trans Mountain expansion is one in a network of Canadian pipeline projects planned during the early decades of the twenty-first century.3 The aim of this infrastructure was to increase existing capacity for conveying petroleum from Alberta’s tar sands – the world’s largest bitumen deposit – to coastal terminals. This would pave the way for increased exportation of fossil fuels.4 At the time of the project’s inception, Canada had been selling petroleum to the United States at a discount to the world price for similar goods. This had been going on for over a decade. Producers stood to profit substantially from developing the infrastructure to secure a bigger share of the global market, especially in Asia Pacific, where rapid economic and industrial growth was driving a huge rise in the consumption of oil and gas.5 Not only would every barrel shipped west bring a higher return than those being sold to existing US customers, but the Canadian government would also benefit by collecting more tax revenue.6 Through green capitalist initiatives and promises to reinvent the future through new forms of finance, the fossil industry and liberal government sought to appeal to a substantial faction of the constituency and to assuage the concerns of environmentalists and other detractors.

Like many pipeline projects across North America in this period, Trans Mountain soon ran into trouble. An unprecedented wave of grassroots, Indigenous-led resistance movements, joined by thousands of people from all walks of life, were contesting fossil industrial expansion, raising successful legal challenges, organizing strategic acts of civil disobedience, and calling for divestment from oil.7 First Nations stood together with non-Native allies – including local residents and NGOs – to resist the continued extraction of oil and gas through surface mining and fracking.8 Even some local city councils challenged the expansions. People brought to the fore urgent questions about land rights, Indigenous sovereignty and public health. They opposed new investments in petro-transportation infrastructures. They pointed out the links between the fossil economy and global climate and ecological crisis. Where mainstream media had often failed to take notice, or turned a blind eye, these grassroots movements communicated the widespread social, political and economic practices of eco-colonialism and racism that underwrites fossil infrastructure projects (Figure 3.1).9

[image: A photo showing a group of protesters holding various red and blue banners with messages including Honour Treaty Rights and Stand Up to Big Oil, standing in front of an ornate building.]Figure 3.1People protesting the Dakota Access Pipeline stand with signs and banners across from San Francisco City Hall (2016). Photo: Pax Ahimsa Gethen.
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These social actions drew on a long tradition of Indigenous resistance grounded in protecting place, ecology and history.10 A twenty-first century example is the landmark global collective #IdleNoMore, which exposed and challenged the Canadian government’s dismantling of environmental protection laws and its endangering of First Nations. Among the anti-pipeline movements are #NoDAPL (which saw the Standing Rock Sioux lead international resistance to the Dakota Access Pipeline, a $3.8 billion, 1,172-mile corridor for transporting half a million barrels of oil a day across four US states) and the large-scale opposition to Canada-based pipelines Keystone XL and Enbridge, which led to both being terminated.11 Resistance to the Trans Mountain expansion continued this momentum, harnessing the spirit of ongoing and high-profile Indigenous-led anti-pipeline campaigns across North America.

This chapter looks at the role of activism and art in challenging the logics of the fossil economy. Focusing on the violence taking place at Alberta’s tar sands, it analyses how resistance networks and individuals subvert the Canadian petro-state’s rhetoric, imagery and focus and connect its particular geography to global energy conflicts. At least until the late twentieth century, media attention – and critical analysis – had tended to focus on the links between fossil consumption and climate change. I consider how and why the sites of production and distribution have come to occupy the centre of early twenty-first-century fossil controversy. I examine the relationship between emerging forms of creative resistance (such as Indigenous-led anti-oil campaigns) and the increased focus on pipelines and tar sands as key drivers of social and ecological emergency. Some have suggested this shift has problematically imbued the tar sands and their infrastructures with the characteristics of a ‘charismatic mega-category’,12 homogenizing discussions about climate change and petro-capitalism.13 I will consider the extent to which artistic and activist projects have followed – and the ways in which they have challenged – ‘charismatic’ climate terminology and oil imagery.

In so doing, I examine how contemporary fossil contestations have been undergirded by a range of powerful and effective grassroots cultural strategies, often grounded in the power and leadership of Indigenous youth and women. Foregrounding the way that colonialism works through race, class and gender to create interlocking systems of oppression, anti-fossil movements have exposed, interrupted and hijacked the discursive ploys that the petro-state and its allies use to justify occupying and contaminating territories. While anthropogenic mining operations and the temporal framework of colonial governance continue, so do powerful/successful mobilization networks – such as in Alberta and BC – that stimulate global awareness and criticism of how settler geology has naturalized extractive forms of reasoning about earth’s deep history. As recent scholarship observes, this naturalization depends upon a rhetoric that situates subsurface fossil bodies as mineable possessions, inherited through what Kathryn Yusoff has called ‘white geology’ and Elizabeth Povinelli identifies as ‘geontopower’.14 I analyse how organized social actions re-situate the dynamics and imaginative possibilities of socio-political struggle against fossil exploitation, changing the privileged terms of the debate and empowering resistance.15 Examining the intersections of activist, literary and artistic practices – from the work of Rita Wong to Corwin Clairmont, Stephen Collis to Zoe Todd, Jaime Black to Edward Burtynsky16 – I show how forms of refusal/resistance have produced spaces of contingency in which social interventions interrupt extractive practices and seek to transform the norms and values of the political economy and the fossil capitalist imaginary.

Wong identifies as Chinese Canadian. Born on Treaty 7 territory in what is also known as Calgary, she lived in Alberta for many years before relocating to Vancouver. Her opposition to the tar sands and pipelines is motivated by a ‘love [of] the land known as Alberta’ and her conviction of ‘the urgent need to make a transition off fossil fuels’. This commitment – and this love – is entwined with a determination both to disrupt the logic of corporation-settler terra nullius, that is, ‘land belonging to no-one’ (a legal concept used to justify the settlement of aboriginal land) and to continue to advance a language and iconicity that renders visible the contiguities between extractivism today and historic colonial violence.


Fossil fuel versus fossil kin


We will put forward our young people, our young lawyers who understand the weasel words of the English language, who know one word can mean seven things. We understand the forked tongue that our grandfathers talked about. We know about talking out both sides of your mouth, smiling with one side of your face. We know all about the tricks of the wasicu [the capitalist] world. Our young people have mastered it. I have mastered your language. I can speak eloquently in the English language. My grandmother taught me. But I also know the genetic psyche, and I also have the collective memory of the damages that have occurred to my people. I will never submit to any pipeline to go through my homeland.17 (Phyllis Young, Standing Rock elder)


‘I have no words big enough for the horror I feel when I see and smell the tar sands … the brutality that has been normalized through massive industry, my throat stops …’, writes Rita Wong in her poetic collection Undercurrent.18 While these words foreground the social and ecological devastation of the tar sands project, they also show how language strains to articulate the ‘horrors’ of fossil infrastructures. Key to the way people make sense of extraction and its local and planetary impacts, language is also contingent, vulnerable, mutable and subject to appropriation.19 Wong de-naturalizes and reframes the terminologies that have ‘normalized … massive industry’. Like Phyllis Young, she points to the obfuscation strategies of ‘weasel words’ that conceal the violence of the oil industry.

In ‘A Magical Dictionary from Bitumen to Sunlight’, Wong offers the following (re)definition:


bitumen : buried ancestors, unearthed & burned to

 expand the ocean

  : pitched sacrifice zone wherever it bubbles up

 hellishly excavated20


Focusing on the phytoplankton and zooplankton that comprise bitumen, these lines highlight the temporal depth and origin of fossil products: ‘buried ancestors, unearthed’. These beings lived, died and were buried during the Paleozoic and Mesozoic eras, when the now landlocked tar sands of the Western Canadian Sedimentary Basin were covered in seas. Wong’s definition of bitumen invites a perspectival shift that underlines the uncanny nature of industrially processing ancient dead bodies to make hydrocarbon products: petroleum, petrochemicals and plastic. It trains attention on the naturalized contemporary exploitation of this creaturely repository in the rock and soil: ‘digging the earth inside out cracking her bedrock bones for a quick shot of gas to burn, a blip in the planet’s four billion years, little blip with a big footprint’.21 As the ancient record is hijacked and laid waste, bodies are exhumed and the earth ‘hellishly excavated’ to use and profit from Palaeozoic ancestors, kin, relations. In her poem ‘Too Long a Sacrifice’, Wong writes:


we burn ancient sunlight & petrified ancestors

like there’s no tomorrow

dig & draw up dirt so relentlessly we tip toward stranglehold22


Situated beneath 140,000 km2 of boreal forest, Alberta’s vast tar sands region is one of the planet’s ‘dirtiest’ scenes of fossil fuel extraction.23 Bitumen, an ultra-heavy tar-like hydrocarbon, requires such intensive processing before it can be used as fuel – or even transported in a pipeline – that its carbon outlay is around three times that of conventional crude oil. Alberta’s tar sands are not just dirty in terms of carbon emissions. Surface mining results in extensive deforestation, the de-watering of water systems and watersheds, air pollution, disruption of habitat, decimation of biodiversity and toxic contamination in groundwater sources and in the Athabasca River, a tributary of the MacKenzie River that eventually drains into the Arctic Ocean. The tar sands are a major contributor to global greenhouse-gas emissions, with cumulative impacts on earth systems functioning. ‘Routinely referred to as the most environmentally destructive industrial project ever executed by humankind’,24 the ‘unconventional’ extraction taking place in Alberta ‘is freighted with environmental consequences that far exceed even the most egregious instances of environmental destruction occasioned by [mining] conventional crude’ oil.25 (Figure 3.2). 

‘We believe Canadian oil and gas has a critical role to play in the integrated energy systems and is part of the global solution needed to tackle the global climate challenge’, I read on the website of the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP).26 Their pages are somewhat seductive. Shots of flourishing forests and creeks are accompanied by an industry lexicon of sustainability and responsible, future-facing development. They foreground cutting-edge scientific and technological developments that are ‘reducing emissions’, ‘offsetting’ and ‘developing carbon capture’. Similar scenes await me on the website of Trans Mountain. I gaze at image after image of big skies and green spaces, occasionally accompanied by neat sections of freshly laid pipeline and well-kempt workers. I read that ‘expanding the … pipeline results in safer, more efficient and more economic shipment of oil between Alberta and BC’.27 These are well-rehearsed industry justifications for continued fossil extraction. Their argument starts from the presumption that oil and gas need to keep on being used, so as to meet the world’s ‘growing demand for affordable and reliable energy’. Conversely, the International Energy Association has stated that 80 per cent of known fossil reserves must be kept in the ground to avoid runaway climate change.28 The corporate language of energy security ‘for the future’ – claiming leadership in ‘green and clean’ infrastructure and in sustainable waste ‘management’ – presents a rationale for continued investment in and growth of fossil extraction and its infrastructures (rather than divestment). CAPP claims to be ‘meeting the challenge of climate change’. Trans Mountain states that ‘everyone will benefit’ from its pipeline expansion (Figure 3.2).

[image: An aerial photo displaying a vast landscape with patches of land, water bodies, and scattered clouds covering parts of the terrain.]Figure 3.2Alberta Tar Sands, aerial view from 40,000 feet, looking southeast, of Syncrude Mildred Lake site, an Athabasca oil sands mine works in northeast Alberta, including the Syncrude Tailings Dam and basin (to left of the bright yellow sulfur stockpiles), with Mildred Lake and the Athabasca River in the background (partially obscured by clouds), and other oil sands works in the area. 2022. Photo: Dick Lyon.
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Wong’s work highlights how industry language casts a shadow of invisibility over the social, political and ecological damage caused by fossil dependency. Taking up and redeploying the idioms of scientific research and development, mining technologies, and corporate spin about Alberta oil, Wong’s poetry makes palpable the ‘undercurrents’ that such rhetoric disavows.


‘overburden removal’ leaves poisonous polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, pah

the PAHs stink – swallow them and die a slow cancerous death

…

as miles of living medicines made by rivers over millennia

are unceremoniously eradicated, annihilated, wasted

everything leaking everywhere it wasn’t meant to go

rainbow in the sky or on slick oil.29


‘Overburden’ is mining terminology for a layer of living organic matter up to 30 metres deep – such as boreal forest, soil and bodies of water – which covers bitumen ore. Around four tonnes is stripped for every barrel of oil produced, creating a landscape in which, as Kevin Timony and Peter Lee observe, ‘most of the native biota, composed of thousands of species and millions of individuals, has been extirpated.’30 Separating bitumen from sand, clay and toxic materials then requires gargantuan amounts of water. It is unlikely that aquifers in the Athabasca tar sands region can sustain projected groundwater demands.31 The scale of this use also causes fluid waste disposal problems. Slurry and solids are discharged into vast containment lakes, called – somewhat euphemistically – tailings ponds. Tailings contain arsenic, benzene, lead, mercury, naphthenic acids, PAHs and other toxins found in the bitumen. Companies are not permitted to release these fluids into the environment, so they must be held on site. Enormous dams, with walls up to 100 metres high, have been built to retain the ‘ponds’. In 2015, the tailings area in northern Alberta comprised over 200 km2.32 A report by Canada’s Environmental Defence calculated that millions of litres of waste water escape each day.33

For communities in Alberta living within the vicinity of mining-related contamination, miles of water sources and habitats created ‘over millennia / are [being] unceremoniously eradicated, annihilated, wasted’.34 When Wong observes that ‘pah / the PAHs stink – swallow them and die’, it is as if she wants to spit out the knowledge that living in proximity to and downstream from tar sands pollution increases your likelihood of a ‘slow cancerous death’. Disgust, anger, abjection: embodied responses. ‘Pah’. That single syllable registers the bodily impact of reading the scientific studies, which repeatedly detail the mutagenic risk of exposure to the PAHs released into the air, land and water through bitumen mining.35 Affected regions include Fort McMurray, Fort McKay and Fort Chipewyan, the home of Indigenous communities that have been disproportionally impacted by petrochemical contamination.36 Wong observes how they are:


held captive by toxic water, undrinkable yet thinkable,

blistering fish inside out, thirsty children sickened

caribou killed by omnibus rampage, eliminating water

from legislation in the federal abdication of responsibility37


These toxic chemicals ‘affect anybody or anything that relies on water as a source of drinking or a place to live in’, observes George Poitras, former chief of the Mikisew Cree First Nation: ‘The majority of our people rely on the traditional diets, on moose’.38 Analysis of wildlife samples near tar sands development indicates that ‘moose and wolves have been exposed to alkylated PAHs from petrogenic sources’ and that these compounds are ‘making their way through ecosystems in northern Alberta’.39 Many scientists and environmentalists point to the dangers of a build-up of hydrocarbons in the food chain. The poisoning of mammals, aquatic life and birds leads to complex ecological ramifications that are as yet insufficiently understood.

What then, should I make of the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers’s ‘Indigenous Engagement and ESG Report’, which claims to be ‘Growing the oil and natural gas sector in a mutually beneficial manner’? It paints an optimistic picture of the industrial future backed with promises of jobs, payments and consultancy. This vision is supported by environmental assessments of the impacts of fossil industrial growth in Northern Canada, which still largely reflect mainstream views in settler society. Notably, they assume culture change is development and progress and that socio-economic benefits will automatically accrue to frontline communities.40 The federal government is obliged to consult First Nations whenever development may adversely affect treaty and inherent rights, to discuss mitigation of potential impacts, record people’s concerns and enter into dialogue that works towards a mutually favourable outcome. Yet Indigenous communities have repeatedly been forced to prove their right to both the lands and resources affected by fossil expansion and to be included meaningfully in consultation and power-sharing.41 People have been directly impacted by loss of access to their land and ecosystemic degradation, and the fossil industry has desecrated established relationships between people and ecosystems, culture and tradition in a way that cannot be financially compensated.42 Land-based teaching, fishing, hunting, medicine harvesting, public health and community gatherings have been irreparably harmed by extraction activities.

Activist counter-rhetoric insistently foregrounds parallels between the language of fossil capitalist expansion and that of settler appropriation of land. Established patterns of colonial dispossession that are coterminous with ecological violence have often been obfuscated through dominant verbal and visual narratives of ownership, development and progress. One example is the language of settler ‘rights’ to ancient fossil beings through geological inheritance and energy heritage. In her article ‘Fossil Fuels and Fossil Kin’, Métis scholar Zoe Todd argues against the provincial government’s rhetoric of oil and gas as ‘a “heritage” upon which Alberta is constructed’.43 It is a lexicon that enables corporations to advance a common-sense notion of Albertan identity as founded on provincial ‘possession’ of fossil bodies in the subsoil. The slogan ‘Alberta is energy’ was the title of a two-year marketing campaign by the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers. As Haluza-DeLay and Carter have pointed out, in everyday life ‘Albertans are interpellated by industry and governmental discourse as Homo energeticus’ in an attempt to consolidate a strong pro-oil regional identity.44 Todd contrasts ‘this possessive notion of nonhuman “inheritance” or “heritage” ’ with Indigenous frameworks of responsibility and kinship with the land and the former beings within its subsoils’ (2). Fossils are kin.

Informed by her reading and her participation in Indigenous-led resistance, Wong’s activist practices – on and off the page – contest and reframe settler terminology.45 Like Todd, her writing challenges imagery and language that naturalize necropolitical alliances between the state and corporations, and which continue to posit arguments for the (national and provincial) common good that disavow the fossil economy’s creation of vast sacrifice zones and expendable populations. Her work takes part in what Rachel Deutsch describes as a challenge to the ‘taken-for-granted arguments of governments of the left and the right to support resource exploitation in the name of “trickle-down economics,” “national interest,” or “national security” and portray[s]‌ the possibilities of another set of approaches beyond the dependence on commodifying and exporting nonrenewables.’46

In ‘Lessons from Prison’, penned during her time in the Women’s Correctional Facility, Wong wrote:


the best way to repay my debt to the people who built the oil industry is not to automatically assume that oil is the only way Alberta can survive, but to lovingly assert that there are at least two things more important than oil: water, and life itself. …47

Governments and systems that should be enforcing environmental protections laws are failing us … It’s surprising to find myself in the unexpected position of having spent time in a Canadian prison as a political prisoner, punished by the petro-state for asserting our responsibilities to care for the health of the land and water. The state is failing in its responsibility to protect the well-being of current and future generations, so it’s up to everyday people to step up.48


Showing up – and stepping up – with Indigenous leaders, writers, NGOs, community members and others in the spirit of ecological and social protection (rather than protestation), Wong enacts a commitment to upholding and reasserting natural and Indigenous laws. Campaigning for ecological care – and promoting a language that respects intimate, place-bound kin relations – is one part of the wider drive Deutsch identifies to contest government policies and corporate power relations that enable environmental racism, devalue Indigenous laws and rights and seek to make people living in forms of relationship with the land disappear. As we will see, an especially powerful and popular form of re-manifestation – which asserts continued relationship and enacts collective protection, care and love for the land – has been taking place on the contested and contaminated territory of the tar sands.


Land defence and water protection at the Alberta tar sands

The smog hangs low and the wind is fierce and constant as over 200 people gather near Fort McMurry, Alberta. They are about to walk a 14-km loop of the tar sands mines and tailings ponds. Moving through the desecrated watershed, they grapple to take in the scale of industrial devastation they are witnessing. As they walk, they participate in ceremonies for the healing of land and water, renewing their commitment to the long-term protection of the region, even – or especially – as it is exploited beyond recognition. Every now and then, passing trucks and cars honk in support, or perhaps in derision. It is 2012, and the size of the group has doubled since the previous year and doubled again from the year before that. It includes community members living in Fort McMurry, people from British Columbia and Alberta, many First Nations delegations and citizens from as far away as the UK and the United States. Rita Wong is among them. It is the third time she has participated in the Tar Sands Healing Walk, which first took place in 2010 and will grow to 500 participants by 2014.49

‘If you had come, you would have smelled the sulfur and tar, the toxic pollution that lingers the next day on skin and hair, you would have heard the propane-powered cannons that pop to scare off the ducks from landing in the enormous pools of poisonous water’, writes Wong.50 You would have witnessed and paid your respects to the scarred land and to the people, animals and plants living there. But the hydrocarbon patina over your body would also spell out your role as implicated benefactor of an oil-addicted economy. ‘We are caught together within systems that need to be changed’, Wong observes: ‘My hands are also reluctantly dirty, black with oil and tar. … [Yet] what we, led by the organisers of the Healing Walk, are doing is steadily chipping away at the glassy skyscraper fortress of the petro state’ (Figure 3.3).51

[image: A photo showing a group of people marching with a large banner reading STOP the Destruction START the Healing, set against an industrial backdrop.]Figure 3.3Photo from the Tar Sands Healing Walk, 2013. Photo by Laura Whitney.

Indigenous communities have been crucial actors in environmental governance around oil sands extraction and transportation. Influential critical allies include Keepers of the Athabasca (now Keepers of the Water), an NGO that protects water and watershed lands, as well as ecological, social, cultural and community health and wellbeing. Campaigning for the suspension of tar sands development and for tighter measures around long-term commitment to cleaning up its pollution, Keepers of the Water have been integral organizers of the Tar Sands Healing Walk, uniting people from across the globe to call for an end to fossil extraction:


Please stand in solidarity with us all and call on your government to say “No” to new approvals for tar sands and demand that they deal with the pollution that is killing the people of Fort Chipewyan and the environmental impacts that are destroying our way of life. We need your voice and we need a time-out of the tar sands now.52


This is not a plea for sustainable mining. It is a demand to end the tar sands: ‘say “No” ’. Frontline communities speaking back to big oil in this way strips the mask of consensuality from petrocapitalist exchange. In collaboration with regional NGOs and nationally organized groups, such as the Sierra Club of Canada and Pembina Institute, as well as with international organizations such as Greenpeace and Rainforest Action Network, people have been campaigning for laws and legal frameworks that support Indigenous collective rights; promote the defence of ecosystems, biodiversity and food sovereignty; and reject the commodification of land and water.53 The political and economic impact of such resistance is enduring and expansive. As industry and governments have pushed to expand pipeline networks, community opposition has intensified, project by project. Repeatedly, communities have resisted proposed pipelines, forcing companies to reconfigure their plans, find new routes or cancel projects altogether.54

Wong not only stands and walks in solidarity. She uses her writing and teaching to support these powerful networks of fossil resistance and to foreground the leadership of First Nations and Métis in contesting ongoing processes of colonial dispossession. Her work enacts forms of political solidarity that are grounded in situated practices of reclaiming and protecting places and multi-species communities that have been subjected to anthropocentric violence. One example is the tar sands. With others, Wong re-visits and writes about places that official records have falsely shown as blank, denuded of texture, stories, people, creatures and reasserts their complexity and power as sites of resistance and resurgence. In listening to and resurfacing past and present stories, Wong’s writing refuses the authorial stance of a detached or neutral observer.55 That top-down, surveying perspective – which is frequently used in research and science communication – is far from unimplicated or objective, as critics have often observed: ‘it replicates not just the “environment” in some abstract sense but equally the territorial imperatives’ of a privileged political system.56 Wong has used the second person pronoun to destabilize these rational humanist perceptions of environment as resource to be assessed, developed and exploited. In reading, ‘you’ too occupy a territory that will not yield to human drives for objective knowledge, clarity and possession:


make space and let the night speak through you – what will the darkness say? will it sigh the song of night-cleaners, the lament of the wrongly imprisoned, the rage of the ragged, the dispossessed? how will the night take you back? Will you be the vessel for earth shatter, hydro prison, ancestral revenge? …57


Leaning into the semi-opaque places of language and vision, Wong occupies regions of obscurity, shadow narratives, spaces of dispossession and hybridity. Disrupting the dominant gaze of colonial and capitalist (fossil) appropriation, this work gravitates towards what remains concealed, blurred and only partly visible, resistant to settler perception and definition. Human agency is de-privileged. It is understood to be contingent on the generative powers of sun, water, forest and planetary motion:


… the globe moves around the sun, unstoppable, feeding pine trees & the petro-state alike, giving us the days and nights by which to stand with the trees, what the oil industry calls overburden, or to die more rapidly, more stupidly, by peak oil. as rivers & oceans fill with carcinogenic wastes from the petroleum-plastic supply chain, the political systems follow…58


Wong’s lines foreground the disavowal in the rhetoric of human-centred power regimes that created the tar sands, and which continue to naturalize the appropriation and violation of land, water and fossil bodies along pipeline corridors.59 In Wong, vegetation is not an obstacle to be removed (as overburden) or resource to be used (inorganic ‘energy’ source). Instead, the plant kingdom is a form of vitality that gives rise to the world that humans are destroying. Neal Alexander observes: ‘A fairly stark alternative is delineated here between renewable energy (from the sun) and the rapidly diminishing reserves of the oil industry (peak oil) but also between a mode of activism that would entail “stand[ing] with the trees” and a passive … acceptance of the economic logic of extractivism’.60 Reversing the assumption of human priority that fossil economics produces and habituates, Wong shows how these dangerous anthropocentric logics privilege future ‘energy security’ over planetary security. Her lines reverse lingering Anthropos-centred assumptions about activist responses to this danger. In ‘night gift’, trees lead the resistance, and human activists follow, preparing to stand with already mobilised forest kin.

‘Linear time is not the only way to narrate climate change’, writes Kyle Whyte (Potawatomi): ‘Indigenous persons have articulated … changes in kinship relationships. Kinship time, as opposed to linear time, reveals how today’s … risks are already caused by peoples’ not taking responsibility for one another’s safety, well-being, and self-determination.’61 In ‘Fossil Kin’, Todd too expresses the need for ‘an order of being that re-engages collective relationality, connectedness, and tends to our obligations to one another as humans, and to the more-than-human world, in ways that disrupt the current injustices wrought during this blip in time on Earth’ (22). For both, humility is crucial. It helps in thinking relationally and in recognizing kinship beyond ‘this blip in time on Earth’. Recognizing kinship relations is also a linguistic project: ‘not the only way to narrate’, ‘Indigenous persons have articulated’ (Whyte). The intimate dependency of humans in their connections with and obligations to other creaturely agencies across time is not always easy to grasp in the ‘forked tongue’ of oil economics. This is where fossil counter-narratives become key.

Talking about fossil kin is an exercise in telling time. Wong interrupts the linear temporal narratives of oil extraction (as human progress and development). Like Todd and Whyte, she advocates for fossil time as understood through kinship, reciprocity, collaboration, consent and gift. Wong’s writing, like her participation in the Indigenous-led Tar Sands Healing Walk, points to how alternative fossil imaginaries and activities disturb the habituated temporal and spatial practices of racial capitalist dispossession. For Wong, (human) survival depends on re-building recognition of and respect for multi-species flourishing and for the deep temporal power of nonhuman forces, such as ‘ancient sunlight’ and the countless plant and animal bodies that lived and died in the Early Cretaceous period. This understanding of the ancient past and planetary present as coterminous (indeed, a kind of infrastructure) led her to centre what Todd calls ‘relationality, connectedness … obligations’. These are pivotal to the ‘disrupt[ion]’ of colonial-capitalist chronological narratives (e.g. of Albertan oil ‘inheritance’). For Wong, it is through quotidian practices of refusal – which nurture deep temporal kinships – that ‘the world’s necessary stories’ can emerge.


… an arrogant elite that doesn’t heed the world’s necessary stories … jail the stories & the storytellers, but they will keep speaking the night, until empire expires, with or without the multitudes alive. in this race may we be ready to move fast … fuelled by a love more immense than the injustices we’ve inherited.62


In 2014, one such professional ‘storyteller’ – the poet, activist and literature professor Stephen Collis – was served a $5.6 million dollar lawsuit for standing with Indigenous allies in opposition to fossil economy infrastructure. Drawing on inherited systems of social control, settler authorities in Canada have translated Indigenous social movements into a criminal and national security threat (i.e. terrorist activity).63 This has enabled the political justification both for extensive surveillance of anti-pipeline movements and for violence – racial profiling, brutality, technologies of control – against Indigenous land defenders, under the banner of what Canadian security agencies have called ‘defence’ against ‘Aboriginal extremism’.64 Collis had spoken out against Kinder Morgan’s pipeline test work on unceded Coast Salish territory, and he was one of a group of dedicated land defenders protecting sacred Burnaby Mountain from construction work. Lawyers read out Collis’s poetry in court and accused his words of bearing criminal instruction: ‘underneath the poetry is a description of how the barricade was constructed’.

In Collis’s case, the charges were eventually dropped. He was not fined. Nor, unlike thousands of peaceful Indigenous activists, was he arrested or incarcerated. Later, Collis made public parts of the court proceedings. His poetry collection Once in Blockadia takes excerpts from the transcript to generate anti-colonial and anti-oil poems that re-appropriate and question the legitimacy of settler legal, political and fossil economic discourses.65 The poem ‘Blockadia’ redeploys the vertical metaphor of geologic strata used to accuse Collis of harbouring – ‘underneath the poetry’ – surreptitious, subterranean and criminal verbal motives:


Beneath the poetry the barricade beneath sandstorm digital trading beneath our selves the ones we have been waiting for … beneath the review process other possible futures beneath resignation new uplift beneath deal betrayal beneath the singularity of owning the multitude of needing beneath the human voice the systemic response beneath government real abstractions beneath a trial an error beneath graphed assessments the particularity of soils …66


Collis’s lines perform a counter-rhetorical hack of the metaphor of surreptitiously concealed layers, or what lies ‘beneath’. (‘Beneath’ scans better than ‘underneath’.) His lines unearth the violent territorial substrata on which legal terminology, extractivist industry and colonial-capitalist circulation feed: ‘beneath deal betrayal’, ‘beneath the singularity of owning the multitude of needing’, ‘beneath a trial an error’. (I hear echoes in Wong’s term ‘undercurrent’.) Collis’s reversal of the metaphor used against land defenders exposes the ubiquity of powerful terms of control and ‘systemic response’ that have been used to cover up and to neutralize expressions of community resistance to settler resource governance – a social technique scholars call ‘strategic incapacitation’.67 Redeploying the subterranean/criminal metaphor directed against him and many others, Collis exposes what lies ‘beneath’ legal and political discourses, drilling down into the doublespeak of fossil economic practices and the potential of liberating oneself from them: ‘beneath the review process other possible futures’, ‘beneath graphed assessments the particularity of soils’. The poem incorporates, reworks and manipulates the language of criminalization, litigation, oil sands operations, environmental review and colonial governmental power.

As is well documented by scholars in the field, criminalization has long been used as an ideological foothold to justify extreme state action against environmental social actors.68 Casting land defenders as a threat to state functioning enables them to be marginalized and demonized in the media – as well as aggressively targeted by the justice system – as part of the resource-grab cycle.69 Eco-activists have been portrayed as menacing, extreme and illogical, conjuring in the public imaginary fears of criminal violence, attacks on public property, widespread disruption and even terrorism (this imagery is reproduced, racialized and projected onto Indigenous social actors and other allies protecting the land). According to Global Witness, around the world ‘185 environmental and human rights defenders were killed in 2015 … Forty-two of these deaths were linked to the mining and extractive industry … Nearly 40 percent of the victims were Indigenous people’.70 In response to these portrayals, land defenders at Standing Rock in the US began to call themselves ‘water protectors’, to sidestep the mainstream vilification of ‘activists’ and ‘protestors’, which have cast defenders as a social and state threat. As you may remember, I noted earlier that Wong also self-defines as a protector rather than a protestor.

Collis’s way of ‘speaking the night’ – to use Wong’s term – uses poetic methods that look critically at the forked tongue of big oil, its media depictions and the legal and governmental discourses that sustain its violent practices. As Wong might say, Collis’s ‘necessary story’ is ‘fuelled’ by a challenge to the ‘systemic response[s]‌’ of the fossil industry, its litigious discourses and its dominant metaphors. I am also reminded of the found language techniques of Lesley Battler in Endangered Hydrocarbons, whose work is ‘derived from texts generated in a multinational oil company’.71 The book was written when she was the Production Manager for Shell. Battler also blends jargons. She splices chemistry, geology, public consultation process, meeting notes, drilling technologies and corporate spin about Alberta oil to expose the colonizing attitudes lurking in twenty-first-century fossil industrialism.72 ‘i open my throat / to Absolute Open Flow’, ‘the dialectics of Sands J & K’, Battler writes in ‘The Petroleum Coast’ (11). Like the work of Collis and Wong, her compositional methods deliberately tamper with her sources, treating them as if crude products to be ‘refined’.


at 25 barrels per capita

(60 barrels Alberta)

Canadians are the world’s

heaviest dream users

…

early oneirologists ran

small diameter pipes

through my limbic

system

flared off random

thought mutations

until my amygdala

blew out on Seepage

Lake73


Each of these poets is interested in hijacking and reworking oil industry narratives using techniques one might associate with the process of mining itself. They excavate, sample and mix found texts as if performing extraction. In so doing, they strip away the strata of disavowal from petrocultural business-as-usual.


Fossilized dead on whose ancestral

Heat we strange grammar feed

As strange accumulations folk

Pummel pores and veins of

Saturated soils …74


Collis’s lines above, for example, defamiliarize habitual perceptions of fossil remains as inanimate resources to be ‘consumed’ or regional energy ‘heritage’ to be enjoyed. Like Wong’s ‘A Magical Dictionary’, Collis emphasizes bitumen’s organic origins in deep time: ‘[f]‌ossilised dead’, ‘ancestral heat’. In a longer poem, ‘Reading Wordsworth in the Tar Sands’, he writes of oil as ‘darkness under the earth // We didn’t put there’ (71). Humans have no part in this subterranean origin story. Their activities are not the point. Focusing instead on the former plant bodies compacted within and constituting so-called fuel, Collis shows solidarity with kin across time. He depicts the burning of fossil fuels – and their supporting national ‘security’ structures – as a grotesque and violent act, in which human societies feed on the corpses of former earth inhabitants. As we will see in the next section, this metaphor of consumption is often key in getting not only beneath the substrata – but inside the belly – of the socially controlling narratives and practices of fossil colonialism.


Oil intimacies: Reproductive and gender violence

At the entrance to the installation, you are greeted with free candy. Here is the exhibition guide; here are the serving tongs; here are the bowls of gummy bears. It is 2018, and the Missoula Art Museum is showing an exhibition by Salish and Kootenai artist Corwin Clairmont. Two Headed Arrow/The Tar Sands Project was inspired by two journeys Clairmont made to the Suncor mining operation site near Fort McMurray at Alberta’s tar sands.75 ‘The first site visit of 2011 left a huge impact on me’, Clairmont recalls: ‘The experience was overwhelming, and I struggled to comprehend the sheer size, magnitude and destruction of an area covering 50 square miles of mining … It took nearly two years to process this experience in the form of a relevant art project and personal statement.’ In the museum, you can trace the routes of oil flow between the Flathead Indian Reservation (Missoula, Montana) from the photographs taken by Clairmont: they document his process and are part of his performance of the conceptual and ritual journey to the oil’s source. There is a layering effect to Clairmont’s work. Through his unsettling juxtapositions of materials, the installation speaks to the occluded histories of energy extraction and contamination, including the enforced silences around Indigeneity and petroleum production. Clairmont has used montage to produce new, uncanny composites from the photographs, from fragments of the footage and from a range of other materials, including maps, warning lights, road signs, the two-headed arrow, lava lamps and gummy bears.

Until its lubricants division was sold in 2016, Suncor representatives used to hand out packs of gummy bears to the tourists who took their tour buses through the tar sands. This neat gimmick helped supplement the guide’s informational narrative about the wide-ranging benefits of Albertan petroculture. Gummy bears contain petroleum distillate, a white mineral oil that prevents them from sticking together and makes them shiny. Suncor used to make this mineral oil. (It was also given to children to aid digestion.) At Clairmont’s installation, the viewer may help themselves to this familiar, mass-produced commodity, but the installation ensures the unexceptional, widely distributed nature of the product will not obscure its status within the petroleum marketplace. This recognition may well dawn after the candy has been enjoyed. I eat the gummy bears and consume fossil kin (Figure 3.4).

[image: A photo displaying a pile of colourful gummy bears including red, yellow, orange, green, and brown on a white surface.]Figure 3.4Image of gummy bears. Photo by David O’Hare.

‘Visual, kinaesthetic, acoustic …, tactile, olfactory – oil touches us intimately, and everywhere’, writes Stephanie LeMenager.76 Clairmont’s installation shows how this uncanny pervasiveness – this oily saturation – often acts as a screen, through which it is easy for me to pass without recognizing my fossil kinship. This unwitting consumption is linked to oil’s ubiquity. I don’t see petrochemicals because they are everywhere. In this way, Clairmont directs attention to what is hidden in full view. His installation makes visible the vast colonial recasting of land, water and air for fossil profit and the dangers posed to all beings who require these (in uncontaminated forms). Clairmont further brings to consciousness unrecognized dimensions of the global distribution of hydrocarbons and their infiltration of hidden aspects of consumer life.77 LeMenager speaks of ‘oil’s primal associations with earth’s body, and therefore with the permeability, excess, and multiplicity of all bodies’ (73). As Clairmont documents Montana’s and Alberta’s petro-landscapes, he situates the weirdly distributed petroleum intimacies of the twenty-first century modernity through the gummy bear’s relationship to consumers around the globe. Oil is a metaphor for consumption. Oil is a reality of consumption. I may indulge my sweet tooth at Clairmont’s installation, but I can no longer disavow the abject crossing over of petroleum into my body, invisibly leaking, mutagenically infiltrating, silently crossing borders. Pah.


atrazine in your armpits?

pcbs in your pelvic core?

furans in your feet?

dioxins in your diaphragm?

…

digesting come what may

but thyroid’s receptors confused

by polycylic pollution

getting mixed signals

hyper or hypo

as plasticizers slide into

sulfur, magnesium, phosphates

calcium carbonate

an orchestra of nutrients

infiltrated by capital’s loud shout

consumed while consuming.78


Wong too will not let me forget the leaky interconnected flow and movement of resources, toxins, water, people and capital. As PCBs, atrazine and dioxins silently leach into bodies across vast distances and temporal scales, Wong's poem traces the obscure routes of ‘polycyclic pollution’, showing its social and ecological impacts. Wong shows how particular sites of bitumen extraction are linked with uneven global impacts on labourers and residents, fish and birds, insects and bacteria and future generations. Although she does not hold her tongue about the effects of petrochemical ‘nutrients’ being widely ‘consumed’, Wong is also sensitive to how the resulting ‘body burden’ escapes existing modes of scientific understanding and expression. The weird intimacies of petrochemical pervasion require re-conceptualizations of agency, materiality and violence, deep time, embodiment and planetary scale.

‘Twenty-first-century global biomonitoring studies have concluded that all people alive today contain PCBs within them’, observes Michelle Murphy: ‘industrially produced chemicals like PCBs have become a part of human living-being’.79 Life on earth unequally shares the condition of having been altered by these (and many other) petrochemicals, a condition that Murphy calls ‘alterlife’. Her term refers to a historically new form of life that has been changed permanently by the anthropogenic chemical violence of capitalism and colonialism. PCBs are particularly helpful for thinking about alterlife. Their shape is similar to human thyroid hormones, so they can participate in the metabolism of the body exposed to them. However, their involvement does not end here. PCBs can alter gene expression in inheritable ways. This means their effects can carry over into future generations, where they may differ from those associated with primary exposure.80 The latent aberrant effects of PCBs can cascade intergenerationally across bodies, and ‘relatively little is known about the nature and mechanisms of these outcomes’.81 ‘This makes Monsanto, which manufactured most of the world’s PCBs, a grand-kin of sorts, a toxic relation inscribed into energy infrastructures’.82

The discomforting impacts of PCB contamination make clear the shared, porous, abject condition of humans living as the toxic effects of petrocapitalism (rather than simply living with toxicity). The emergence of new petro-human lifeforms raises questions about what survival might look like for future generations. It further speaks to the violent history informing emerging forms of alterlife, whose origin is fossil colonialism and fossil racism. Global PCB-kinship is the legacy of disproportionally burdening poor, Black and Indigenous communities with petrochemical hazards, such as in the Athabasca region and in the Great Lakes. The toxic hydrocarbons that comprised this targeted violence have gone on to overflow particular sites: they are now a background planetary presence ‘infiltrating’ the blood of all twenty-first-century humans tested. I am reminded that the term environmental racism came about in response to the anti-Black dumping of PCBs in the 1970s, following civil rights organizing in North Carolina.

Sexual and reproductive health and justice has not always been seen as integral to decolonial petro-resistance. However, frontline communities’ sexual and reproductive health has been directly impacted by environmental and petrocultural pollution.83 In addition to the severe impact of ecological contamination on fertility rates in areas of extractive industrialization, widespread sexual violence and exploitation of Indigenous women has been documented.84 In the tar sands, the large out-of-province workforce has turned communities such as Fort McMurray and Fort McKay into hubs for large numbers of transient labourers with no prior connection to the place itself.85 In such communities, which already have inadequate resources to support population booms, workers are often settled in cramped and temporary housing, such as basements and containers on edgeland sites. Often dubbed ‘man camps’, these house ‘up to thousands of mostly non-Indigenous male workers brought into different Indigenous communities … They create the social conditions for an increase of violence against Indigenous women and children. The culture and work conditions of “man camps” exacerbate isolation, drug and alcohol abuse, violence, misogyny, hyper-masculinity, and racism among the men living there.’86 Since the oil boom, Indigenous communities have reported increased rates of human trafficking, sex trafficking and missing and murdered Indigenous women.87

Gender violence is closely tied to fossil economic expansion projects, which, as noted by the United Nations and Amnesty International, have led to increased incidents of sexual harassment, rape and assault across communities in Canada. ‘In actively promoting intensive development in the northeast, federal and provincial officials have emphasized benefits, while largely ignoring serious – and sometimes deadly – unintended consequences for wellness and safety that disproportionately impact the lives of the Indigenous peoples who live there, particularly Indigenous women and girls’, reports Amnesty International.88 Native women face murder rates at more than ten times the national average, and 96 per cent of these women experienced violence from a non-Native perpetrator. Government statistics suggest that the homicide rate for Indigenous women and girls in Canada is at least six times higher than the national average homicide rate for non-Indigenous women.89

[image: A photo displaying red dresses hanging on tree branches in a snowy wooded area.]Figure 3.5Image of the REDress outdoor art installation outside the National Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution. 2019. Photo: Katherine Fogden.

Empty red dresses hang loosely and lifelessly in the trees, as if still waiting to be worn by their symbolic owners – Canada’s missing and murdered Indigenous women (Figure 3.5). The garments are part of the REDress Project, an installation art project, which seeks to ‘draw attention to the gendered and racialized nature of violent crimes against Aboriginal women and to evoke a presence through the marking of absence’.90 Over 1,200 Indigenous women have been murdered or gone missing since 1980, according to a report by the National Inquiry into Murdered and Missing Indigenous Women and Girls (2015–19).91 While Indigenous women make up 4.3 per cent of Canada’s population, Indigenous female homicides represent around 16 per cent of all women murdered across Canada.

On 4 October 2015, Métis artist Jaime Black, the creator of REDress Project, asked women to donate a red dress, hang one outside their house or wear one for that day, ‘as a visual reminder of the staggering number of women who are no longer with us’. On Twitter, under the hashtag #REDressProject, citizens across Canada took and posted images of the dresses. The project gained wide traction. It has been installed in public spaces throughout Canada and the United States. There is a permanent exhibit at the Canadian Museum of Human Rights.92 Today, 5 May marks an annual National Day of Awareness for Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls and Two-Spirit People.93

‘The morning of my arrest we hung red dresses to honour the murdered and missing Indigenous women, the sisters who are made more vulnerable and victimized by the man camps that accompany pipeline expansion and massive resource extraction’, said Wong in a public statement.94 Despite the scale of the violence against Indigenous women in Canada, many people are still unaware of it: Wong has drawn on her public profile and her writing to make better known ‘the connections between violence against the land and violence against missing and murdered Indigenous women’ (Statement).95 In a 2013 essay, she recalls how Cleo Reece helped start the Memorial March for Murdered and Missing Women, using her position to visibilize the connection between the murdered women and the disappearing waters of northern Alberta: ‘an eerie, disturbing reminder that the violence against Indigenous women shares a logic with the violence against Indigenous watersheds. Colonisation is not a thing of the past; it continues today … in both the slow poisoning of water and the fast killing of women’.96

‘The women stand in front of army trucks & policemen, uniforms & riot gear’, writes Wong:


the mothers, the sisters, the aunties, the grannies, the daughters crack open the ugly pavement of unjust laws & find old rivers beneath. quietly, firmly … no matter how many of them have been killed, beaten, insulted, the women continue to stand together. … the women find ways to laugh even when life isn’t funny. the women remain.97


As I write, a resurgence of grassroots activist practices across Indigenous communities is reshaping Canadian political discourse. The leaders of many of these social actions are women and young people.98 At the end of Undercurrent, Wong names just a few of those groups and communities with whom she has worked and by whom she has been inspired. These include the Unist’ot’en Camp, the Tsleil Wauthuth Sacred Trust, the Athabasca Chipewayan First Nation, the Save the Fraser Declaration, the Mikisew Cree, No One Is Illegal forum, the Peace and Dignity Journey, the water protectors at Elsipogtog, the sacred firekeepers of Burnaby Mountain, Heartwood neighbourhood hub, creative witness groups, organizers of design workshops and community parades, street mural painters, participants in neighbourhood festivals and hubs (153–4). It is a list that continues for five pages. A litany of valued names and places, it emphasizes the power of solidarity, collaboration, resistance, education, communication and the potential of land-based resurgence.

In her work on the Niger Delta, Heather Turcotte writes that women in petropolitics are primarily invoked as passive objects who struggle against violence in their communities. Activist women tend to be depicted as caregivers; maternal eco-protectors who are ‘unpolitical and external to the political economy’.99 Women’s leadership in resistance to state power is often omitted in mainstream media and political discourses, which favour depictions of masculine protest that are cast as threatening, aggressive and ‘terrorist’. This media and policy focus typifies what Elizabeth Goldberg describes as the market economies of spectacular violence readily consumed by North American social imaginaries.100 Critical studies have not always drawn as they might on the significant body of literature and activist work by women addressing the gendered and colonial nature of fossil extraction and its social and ecological impacts.101

While contemporary environmental media is often busy with apocalyptic descriptions of devastated territories and doomed communities, Indigenous leaders and citizens have been busy with counter-narratives and practices fostering decolonial, reparative and feminist potentials for resurgence and resistance.102 Engaging with these mobilizations through art, theory and activism, Wong allies herself with diverse forms of coalitional resistance, joining with emerging critical and creative traditions that use social and environmental data and resurgent land-based practices to hold companies and governments responsible for planetary fossil violence. Her poetry and writing make use of long-standing and emerging understandings of the intergenerational and looping temporalities between multiple pasts and possible futures to challenge and reframe the racialized and gendered politics of fossil kinship and petrobody alterlife.103

In this chapter, I have hoped to follow multiple lines of sight, stories emerging from a range of entry points and a plurality of perspectives on Canadian fossil resistance. The architecture of critical resistance mobilized in response to the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion has been tied to a complex politics of fossil decolonization situated and embodied in the theories and practices of local, national and transnational movements for revolutionary social change. The works considered sharpen critiques of fossil colonialism in the past and present and show emergent forms of political organizing against racial capitalism, state violence and ecological destruction through the lens of big oil. Through poetry and prose, artworks and essays, photography and politicized social interventions, these writers, thinkers, artists and activists foreground colonial history as a guidepost into current and future social organizing, counternarrative and education efforts. They inspire audiences and potential allies to consider their own social histories, relationships to colonial petro-power and imaginative scope for environmental and social justice, in ways that are rooted in decolonial practices of resistance and resurgence.
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4Extinction: Craig Santos Perez


Island of no birdsong: Military colonialism and Guam

In the laboratory of Joyce Longcore, hundreds of novel lifeforms are awaiting description as species. The microbes under study are chytrids. They perform multiple ecological functions: some break down chitin, which forms the hard exoskeleton of insects; others aid the digestion of cellulose in the guts of ruminants. Chytrids have also played a role in the catastrophic decline of amphibian populations around the world, resulting in stress on established ecological assemblages – and an uptick in their interest to scientific communities. These fungi-like microbes are among the countless as-yet-unnamed lifeforms which exert pressure on existing beings through complex, intergenerational interactions. Meanwhile, new critters are continually emerging, further transforming ecological communities and human practices. Taxonomy struggles to keep up with the variations teeming at the points of contact between primates, birds, trees, bacteria, viruses and flora, fauna and fungi. Yet rather than corresponding to areas where organisms are most densely clustered, species categorizations proliferate where there is vested human interest in a particular form of life.1 Most living species on the planet remain undescribed. Many will go extinct before they are even noticed by humans.2

The early twenty-first century is often described as an era of extinction, in which humans directly and indirectly drive the mass death of other organisms.3 But who and what is counted in this dying, both in the present and the future? For whom is the earth assumed to become uninhabitable? I ask not least because various lifeforms are flourishing in the environments that are toxic to humans (and to the species on which apocalyptic extinction narratives frequently focus). Some organisms, like chytrids and MRSA, come into being through being isolated and stabilized by anthropogenic practices and technologies. Narratives of catastrophic mass extinction tend to obscure these and many other issues.4 They have, for example, contributed to the naturalization of a colonial order in which some beings are marked for extermination, some are exploited as valuable biodiversity and numberless others are consigned to an unmarked grave.5 Whilst certain charismatic organisms receive attention from policymakers and the public, countless ‘unloved others’ slip from view or never enter into it.6 It is worth observing that visibility is not necessarily helpful or desirable. Public and scientific scrutiny has exposed declining (and novel) species to human practices of exploitation, surveillance and invasive regimes of control.7 It has been difficult to dismantle the structures that subject certain beings to life-ending deprivations and dislocations whilst spotlighting valued others, often under such banners as conservation, biodiversity, biosecurity and ecological techno-fixes.8

I am interested in the case of the brown tree snake. Native to northeastern Australia, eastern Indonesia, Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, brown tree snakes were accidentally introduced on the western Pacific island of Guåhan (Guam) by US naval cargo ships during the Second World War.9 The growth of this new population on the island led to the drastic decline of native avifauna. In under forty years, the snakes had decimated many of Guam’s once common native species, extirpating all its breeding population of seabirds and ten of its thirteen endemic species of forest birds.10 For this reason, Guam is sometimes referred to as the ‘island of no birdsong’.11 Six kinds of lizards and two native mammal species were also expunged. The wholesale loss of entire communities has altered critical ecological processes such as pollination and seed dispersal. This has caused irreversible alterations to the island’s ecosystems.12 Without birds to spread and germinate seeds, many native trees are threatened with extinction, and the tropical forests face desertification.13 The proliferation of the brown tree snake on Guam offers one of the most devastating modern examples of how unintentional species introduction through colonialism has ruptured native multispecies communities and produced novel ecosystems.

Situated approximately 1,200 miles directly west of the Marshall Islands, Guam and its inhabitants have experienced over three centuries of colonial conquests by Spain, Japan and the United States.14 The island ‘has always been captured (and thus defined) for its strategic position in the Pacific (as a stopping post on the Spanish Galleon Trade Route, as a significant advancement for the Japanese Army during the Second World War, and as an American military stronghold)’.15 Since Guam was seized by the United States after the Spanish-American War of 1898, it has been made to play a prominent role in the development of the American Pacific as a strategic military site. Meanwhile, it possesses an ambiguous legal status as ‘unincorporated territory’ of the United States, raising issues around Indigenous sovereignty, belonging and identification and inspiring anticolonial activism and petitions for more self-governance or independence (Figure 4.1).16

Aside from a brief and violent period of Japanese occupation during the Second World War, Guam has remained under US military colonial rule since the end of the nineteenth century. Upon forcibly reclaiming the island from Japan in 1944, the United States re-established its naval authority and began aggressively expanding its bases on Guam.17 Vast tracts of Indigenous territory have been appropriated, especially around the harbours and the planned airfields. The 1946 Land Acquisition Act permitted the military to condemn private land, and by the following year, over 1,300 families had lost their homes to naval seizures.18 This military intensification did not acknowledge Indigenous CHamoru ownership and deliberately delayed eminent domain procedures, setting a precedent for future land grabs, as well as claims to the ocean as part of US ‘territory’.19 These seizures continue to take place in Guam, with further twenty-first-century military expansion in process.20

[image: An aerial photo showing a coastal and urban landscape with buildings, roads, and lush greenery adjacent to a blue ocean under a partly cloudy sky.]Figure 4.1160305-N-PD309-103 APRA HARBOR, Guam (March 5, 2016) An aerial view from above US Naval Base Guam (NBG) shows Apra Harbor with several navy vessels in port. US Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class Deven Ellis/Released.

‘It is unfathomable that the forces of US hegemony that sprouted in 1898 continue to characterize the relationship between the US and Guåhan [Guam] in the twenty-first century’, writes CHamoru scholar Tiara Na’Puti: ‘These waves of conquest have left an enduring legacy of colonization and militarization that has a significant impact on the inherent collective rights of the CHamoru (Chamorro) indigenous people.’21 Taking as case study the extinctions already underway in Guam, this chapter examines the results of that legacy. My focus is, first, on activist poetic depictions of the decimation of Guam’s avian and plant life. Attention then shifts to the impacts of the extensive military contamination of the island’s land and water following the Second World War and the Vietnam War. I analyse forms of creative resistance taken by Indigenous social movement actors who have foregrounded the ecological and social impacts of military colonialism through, for example, testimonies presented at United Nations Special Political and Decolonization Committee meetings, essays, interviews, speeches and poetry by CHamoru activists and artists and legal challenges to the Department of Defence’s pollution of the island and its ongoing plans for military buildup.22 This chapter considers the discursive tactics used by activists and artists to foreground how militarization has led to multispecies extinctions and ongoing human illnesses. It examines how the compromised futurity of interwoven lifeways is directly connected to US military colonial agendas, even as these phenomena often remain on the periphery of academic scholarship and mainstream media coverage.


Invasive predators


My name is Craig Santos Perez and I’m a poet and native son of Guam. I’m here to testify about the fangs of militarization and colonialism destroying the Chamoru people of Guam.23


It is 7 October 2008. Perez is part of a delegation of CHamorus testifying at the United Nations Special Political and Decolonization Committee.24 He is one of the Guåhan Indigenous Collective, a grassroots organization committed to keeping CHamoru culture alive through political interventions, public education and artistic expression. As Perez communicates the social and ecological impacts of militarization and colonialism on Guam, he presents the audience with a troubling comparison:


Like the last totot (Marianas Fruit-dove) on Guam being slowly swallowed by the brown tree snake, Chamorus are being disappeared. … Young Chamorus are joining the US military and dying in America’s wars at alarming rates. … In 2007, Guam ranked No. 1 for recruiting success in the Army National Guard’s assessment of 54 states and territories. … our killed-in-action rate is now five times the US national average.25


In Perez’s hands, the appetite of the non-native predator – which has led to multispecies extinctions – becomes a metaphor for the threat to the future of native lifeways following colonial militarization. Specifically, the brown tree snake is a figure for the social and ecological devastation that US postwar colonialism has unleashed in Guam, as well as across Oceania. The animal becomes an allegorical index of the fatalities produced by centuries of colonial invasion and continued exploitation across the Pacific region.26 It is also a literal marker of the (ongoing) hypermilitarization of Guam after the postwar conjuncture.

[image: A map displaying the patterns of brown tree snake invasion in Guam. Various routes and points like Pajon Basin, Andersen AFB, and Apra Harbor are labelled. Invasion periods range from 1975 to 1986.]Figure 4.2Brown Tree Snake map, provided by Craig Santos Perez. [hacha], p. 87.

Craig Santos Perez is a CHamoru activist, poet and Professor of Pacific Literature and Creative Writing who now works at the University of Hawai’i. His writing, talks and political actions have detailed the ecological and social impacts wrought by centuries of colonialism of Guam by the Spanish, Japanese and United States.27 Perez offers a sustained critique of the militarization of the island by the US following the Second World War, and of the further ramping up of this naval presence proposed in the 2006 United States-Japan Roadmap for Realignment Implementation, which offered a plan for strengthening the US-Japan alliance.28 In contrast with the accidental military introduction of the stowaway critter, the 2006 proposal made clear that: ‘The US plans to introduce—this time intentionally—a more familiar breed of predators to Guam: an estimated 19,000 military personnel and … their dependants’ as Perez observes.


Approximately 8,000 III Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF) personnel and their approximately 9,000 dependents will relocate from Okinawa to Guam by 2014, in a manner that maintains unit integrity.29


Non-native colonizers wend their way through Perez’s ongoing major poetic series from unincorporated territory. This multi-collection project began with the publication of [hacha] in 2008 and includes five books to date. Perez’s first sustained attention to the brown tree snake appears in ‘from Descending Plumeria’, a poem in the 2008 collection. While the top half of each page offers a personal elegy for the speaker’s recently deceased cousin (Renee), accompanied by fragmentary memories of a typhoon, the base of the page is occupied by an italicized narrative tracing the historical events that led to the decimation of Guam’s native avifauna. These sections remain discrete throughout the text; their content tangentially connected.


(it’s renee, my auntie cried into the phone) renee. had moved to san francisco to become an artist. (that night) she was a passenger on a motorcycle. at an intersection. a car ran a red light … (that night) there was an early season storm. …

~

During and after the war, the Allies controlled the Marianas, a primary base in the Pacific. The US military shipped equipment and salvaged war material to permanent bases and scrap metal processors on Guam. The first brown tree snakes reached the war torn island as cargo ship stowaways.30


A crosshatching of familial, national, military, climate and ecological narratives, Perez’s poem reveals how the impacts of US occupation are stitched into CHamoru domestic intimacies and how they continue to restructure Guam’s formerly rich ecologies. Perez interweaves cartographic, legal, historical, scientific and autobiographical data to make palpable the effects of accumulated colonizations on seemingly disconnected aspects of private and public life.


… grandma warned us. to watch for the snakes renee. walks into the rain barefoot. over the wet grass to. the plumeria trees. she picks as many flowers as she can. 

…

In 1953, the first written report was issued of a brown tree snake found in Apra Harbour, the central part of Guam. In the mid 1960s, the snakes had colonized half the island, with incidences reported throughout the southern and central regions. By 1968, the snakes were confirmed at the northernmost Ritidian Point. The snake population grew exponentially, reaching a density of 13,000 per square mile. At the same time, declining bird populations were noticed. [*8,000 Marines and their dependents will be transferred to Guam from Okinawa by 2014 through a joint effort of the United States and Japan.]31


I am struck by the visual and graphical presentation of these statistics. Why does Perez not simply cite the quantitative data on the twenty-first-century military buildup? Instead, he uses extensive parentheses, italicization and disruptions of page space: ‘[*8,000 Marines and their dependents will be transferred to Guam from Okinawa …’. These figures are also combined with images, maps and graphs. In reading, my attention is split: pulled backwards and forward. I look back to the map of Guam (Figure 4.2) at the start of the section housing this poem, which is labelled with the names of the island’s US military bases and the timescales of the snake’s ‘invasion period[s]‌’ (87).32 Opposite this map – which traces the creature’s ‘exponential …’ colonization of the island – my eyes settle on a very different image-poem.

[image: A poster displaying the number eight thousand followed by a question mark and an asterisk, with a text box above containing words like ocean, bread, and peace, plus website links below suggesting to visit.]Figure 4.3Perez, ‘from lisiensan ga’lago’, [hacha] (2008), 86. Image poem provided by Craig Santos Perez. [hacha], p. 86.

Strikethrough and emboldened and collaged text emphasize what has been privileged and thrust forward – and what is devalued and diminished – in militarized Guam (Figure 4.3). From one perspective, these techniques flag up native ecosystemic and social violence and erasure. The poem is visually dominated by ‘8,000’: the number of US military arrivals on Guam. Their figure encroaches on the smaller box containing CHamoru and English words in strikethrough: ‘ocean’, ‘peace’, ‘hanom’, ‘tano’. Yet the authority of this emboldened numeral is not secure. Perez’s addition of a question mark and asterisk qualify and query the claim to (page) space and the primacy of the ‘8,000’. Even as the poem’s centre is aggressively occupied, the asterisk calls attention back to the margins, to spaces of qualification, to the fine print, and further explications, contestations and forms of alternative – insistent – questioning. I cannot help thinking of Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang’s use of the term ‘A(s)t(e)risk peoples’, which foregrounds a settler strategy that ‘erases and then conceals the erasure of Indigenous peoples within the settler colonial nation-state and moves Indigenous nations as “populations” to the margins of public discourse … footnotes into dominant paradigms’.33 Perez hijacks the asterisk, mobilizing it to foreground the anti-colonial small print: the paratext. Three websites are listed at the foot of the page. When I look them up, I find details of CHamoru social movement activities resisting the military buildup, raising local and international awareness of its dangers and seeking to influence policy.34

Such work pushes back against dominant pro-American discourse and practice, which has portrayed CHamorus as grateful and welcoming of US colonial occupation, systematically overwriting and cancelling out the Indigenous voices that have long contested it.35 By drawing attention to the ongoing sociopolitical and military ecological violence perpetrated on Guam – and US attempts to redact and disavow it – Perez seeks to engage his growing American and international audiences with these issues, and to encourage people to connect the devastation inflicted on Guam with that taking place at many other US overseas bases, especially in unincorporated (colonial) territories. In this way, Perez’s activism and poetry visibilize the links between CHamoru social movements pressing for decolonization and Indigenous self-determination and global socio-ecological justice struggles against US military colonial violence, both in Oceania and beyond.36 It is work that pushes for political and social acknowledgement of US military colonialism. It also seeks greater community understanding that:


Much of the history and the physical and symbolic costs of war on the home front and of war itself have been invisible to people both inside and outside the military. This is the outcome of secrecy laws, of an increasingly muzzled or actively complicit corporate media, and of the difficulty of assessing a highly complex and far-flung institution … shrouded behind simplified histories, public relations work, or propaganda. … A number of anthropologists, alongside historians, have written for years against these erasures.37


Perez joins them to foreground what often remains concealed and erased: the interdependence of physical, structural and discursive violence in the process of militarization.

Comparably, when Perez reproduces the entire transcript of his 2008 testimony before the U.N. Special Political and Decolonization Committee in his second collection, from unincorporated territory [saina], this testimony appears entirely in lower case and in strikethrough, with segments scattered through the collection. Perez shows how his speech has been, in one sense, cancelled out. Yet as he notes: ‘it is still readable. … Yes, we are a footnote to American history and politics. Yes, no one is willing to listen to us. Yes, we are crossed out. Despite all this, the testimony can still be read and we will continue to protest and speak, even if our voices are forced to emerge from the margins.’38 It is an approach that reveals the persistence of language – and lifeways – that have been systematically deprivileged and written over.


US naval authorities gathered and burned chamorro-english

dictionaries forbidding the use of chamorro except for official

interpreting [1922]39


Remapping qualitative and quantitative data as he remaps Guam, Perez’s remodelling of space and print conventions challenges the violent logics of military structure that seek to negate, disperse and delegitimize CHamoru survivance. Perforating these discourses, Perez reshapes the settler narratives of Guam into which – and indeed, out of which – CHamorus have been written. For example, in his work, it is generally not CHamoru words but their English translations that appear in italics. Typography works as anti-colonial technique. It becomes a tool for re-affirming the life of ancestral stories:


gi tinituhon: in the beginning fu’una transforms her brother puntan’s back into tano’ : land, chest into langet : sky, eyes into atdao : sun and pulan : moon // then her breath blooms the odda’ : soil and acho’ tasi : coral \\ then she dives into the place [we] will name humåtak bay // then her body calcifies into the stone from which [we] were born \\ laso fu’a : creation point

…

as a patgon : child, I never heard the creation story of our first mother, fu’una (whose name translates as first), or our first father, puntan …40


Countering the violent dispossession of Micronesian language, mythologies, ancestral land, waters, histories and ecologies, Perez spotlights Indigenous creation narratives. The roots of this inheritance reach far back in time and foreground the agencies of soil, sky, ocean and multispecies communities, as well as humans. In the poetic series ‘ginen organic acts’, Perez relates the CHamoru story of Guam’s own genesis, which continues to be reiterated, celebrated and defended in the present, bringing together first people across generations. As Perez remembers, ‘grandma lights votive candles’ and tells the young poet ‘the creation story of our first mother, fu’una’ whose ‘body calcifies into the stone from which we were born\\ laso fu’a’. He recalls:


in the past, our ancestors pilgrimaged each year to laso fu’a //

… \\ they stood in circles and chanted rhymed

verses back and forth // [we] call this communal poetic form

kåntan chamorrita (which translates as to sing both forwards and backwards).41


The work shows how these ancestral narratives live on in the present and are intimately interlaced with twenty-first-century family memories. This storytelling is political. In sing[ing] both forwards and backwards, Perez disrupts settler chronology. His use of double slashes – pointing ahead and behind – enable the work to occupy both past and future. As the poem moves fluidly between both, it emphasizes the nonlinearity of unsettler storying and worldmaking. Perez is able to retell the pilgrimages of CHamoru ancestors and his own grandmother’s experiences during the Second World War. He can move from her reiterations of creation stories to the imagined narrative future of his infant daughter. ‘No matter how far from home // the storms take you’, Perez writes: ‘you will always be sacred in the ocean of our stories’ (‘first birthday’ [saina] 65). Life-giving beginnings, presents and futures are collaged in this communal temporal form.

‘Extinction’ is not necessarily an ending. In Perez, extinctions are narrative starting points: a rallying call to notice connections and see relationships. Slow violence to Guam’s interconnected lifeways has long galvanized forms of CHamoru creativity, refutation and survivance. Perez interrupts and hacks the temporality of global north apocalyptic narratives, which have tended to cast mass extinction – in the singular – as a disastrous event in the feared future. In portraying ‘large-scale species extinction’, Ursula Heise writes, the arts and sciences have repeatedly used tragic and elegiac modes ‘to convey … sweeping losses of life, diversity, knowledge, and beauty’.42 ‘If our perception of … risk is founded on scientific research, it is equally clear that a good deal of the science is shaped by underlying cultural assumptions, in many cases by the same stories about the decline of nature that have shaped our ecological culture at large’ (Heise 13). In these accounts, as Peter Coviello notes: ‘the radical levelling of all markers of difference – most notably class, race, and nationality – in response to a threat constantly invoked as “universal” ’ is a way ‘to avoid talking about other, rather pressing inequalities’.43 Universality conceals and enables colonizing violence. As Claire Colebrook has argued, the desire to contemplate the total and irreversible destruction of planetary life has become a central theme of popular culture in the global north.44

Changing the dominant practices by which extinction is envisaged and narrated, Perez cuts into the ways in which certain lives have been constructed as valuable, some are marked for elimination and others are allowed to fall by the way.


birds once digested, husked, and scattered seeds // ‘caught in the web of extinction, the native fire tree, or hayun lågu, was added to the endangered species list in 1987’ \\ trophic cascade, descending plumeria, colony collapse // ‘guam is such a fascinating natural laboratory …’45


As the ‘web of extinction’ expands, Perez’s work traces the interconnected fates (and histories) of diverse flora and fauna. He does not read the disappearance of particular species as lost objects of desire or nostalgia objects to be mourned. Rather, he insists on the way these presences continue to permeate the landscape, old bodies tumbled into new lifeforms, revealing complex temporal arcs. (More on this in the next section.) In so doing, Perez demands recognition of the causal colonizing violence that treats Guam as terra nullius on which to construct ‘a fascinating natural laboratory’ (with all the assumptions of scientific detachment, objectivity and progress that connotes). It is not justifiable, as Perez’s project tartly observes, to use CHamoru land as a neutral site or ‘island laboratory’ upon which to conduct experiments that advance the global north’s biotech (and military) expertise.

I am reminded of Kim TallBear’s attention to [the cost of] ‘common scientific arguments’ that regard ‘indigenous biologicals as … natural resources for the production of knowledge for nonindigenous society’.46 These are violently colonizing practices. Far from disinterested, they seek to ‘de-animate the indigene to enable domestication and control’.47 This logic is audible in scientific discourse used to describe how ‘invasive species provide an exceptional opportunity for basic research in the population biology and short-term evolution of species.’48


There are two primary stages in the development of a species invasion … The first stage is the introduction, colonization, and establishment of a nonindigenous species in a new area. In other words, the introduced species must arrive, survive, and establish itself. The second stage is the spread and replacement of native species by the introduced species. The genetic principles that may help us predict whether or not a nonindigenous species will pass through these two stages to become invasive are the same principles that apply to the conservation of species and populations threatened with extinction: (1) genetic drift and the effects of small populations, (2) gene flow and hybridization, and (3) natural selection and adaptation.49


The term ‘invasion’ was first used in an ecological context in 1882.50 It was applied to describe the spread of non-native species and was not necessarily connected with negative impacts. Comparably, in other biological disciplines, a species ‘invasion’ is primarily associated with the effects it produces, whether positive or negative. (One example is ‘invasions’ of plant roots by mycorrhizal fungi.)51 It is not until the late twentieth century that the use of the term shifts significantly. ‘The burgeoning field of “invasion ecology” instead relied on the highly emotional negative connotations of the word “invasion” in relation to war and other aggressive human activities’, as Marcel Rejmánek et al. observe.52 Their influential 2002 study pointed to problematic new uses of the term in policy documents such as the IUCN’s 1999 “Guidelines for the prevention of biodiversity loss due to biological invasion” and the Global Invasive Species Programme’s “Global Strategy on Invasive Alien Species”.53 Although ‘invasion’ and ‘invasive’ had previously possessed ‘clear operational meanings’ in ecology, these did not align with their new application in the sustainability policy statements.54 Among the issues are the terminology’s anthropocentric, inconsistent, subjective, taxonomic (rather than impact-led) application and a tendency to neglect the complex beneficial and detrimental effects of many introduced species.55 However, in the early twenty-first century, ‘Invasion ecology has enjoyed a rapid ascension in the public domain, owing in part to the extensive use of [emotive] adjectives’, among them ‘invasive’, ‘alien’ and ‘exotic’.56 ‘Many recent papers have called for ecological terminology to be standardized, to prevent confusion and to advance environmental decision making’.57 When Perez leans in to the language of invasiveness, he is sampling from this history of fraught usage.58 The term is not neutrally scientific but thoroughly social and political.59

To be identified as an invasive predator or a native species is to be incorporated into the biopolitical systems by which certain lifeforms are classified as being out of place or in their place. Thom van Dooren has examined ‘the role that these rhetorical distinctions play in positioning various species as “threats” to the continuity of a native colony’ (288). He is troubled by this vocabulary and wants ‘to explore and problematise the existing frameworks of thinking and practice that so powerfully structure possibilities of life and death for everyone’.60 Yet in contrast to Perez, van Dooren challenges what he calls a ‘simplistic divide’ between native and invasive species, which is common in conservation legislation.61 For van Dooren, this binary ensures that ‘introduced species can only ever emerge as threats to an imagined nature, or an imagined community of species who it is understood in a fundamental sense, should be here’ (290). On this view, the divide between native and invasive in ecological imaginaries enables justification of the violent extermination of particular non-natives – brown tree snakes on Guam, for example – which is linked with the assumption that ‘these lives are not legitimate lives within the context of contemporary ecologies, and as such that their deaths are not only condoned (as they often are in legislation), but also in an important sense demanded’.62

In her work on the baiting of dingos, Deborah Bird Rose identifies a similar violent drive to eradicate species life, a process that she describes as: ‘imagining a future emptiness, and then working systematically to accomplish that emptiness’.63 The mass killing of others who are deemed ‘out of place’ is made to appear necessary, unavoidable, even ethical. To ‘accomplish’ this death-work effectively, a horrifying – yet rationalized – imaginative leap is required: ‘imagining a future emptiness’. It is a thought experiment in extinction.

Perez’s work invites another kind of thought experiment. Clearly, it is not an unproblematic portrayal of the brown tree snake (as ‘invasive species’), and I am deeply uneasy about the symbolic associations between the US military and these introduced predators.64 However, Perez’s project offers a powerful narration of extinctions from the perspective of kin who are already together enduring and contesting the intense disruption of their known lifeways. In a world of ongoing settler violence, extinctions and emerging novel ecologies, Perez is asking: how might communities of kin be imaginatively and practically oriented to collective flourishing? How can anthropogenic death-work be resisted, re-thought, transfigured? One possible response is offered through his communication of the underlying causes of the decimation of animal and plant life in Guam. These extinctions are coterminous with longstanding and ongoing toxic colonial infrastructures. They are not a far-off future threat. Perez makes settler violence visible in its genocidal and ecocidal extent, its longevity and its infiltration of everyday life, emphasising its contestability. His story is one of invasive land ethics. Its focus is how human-bird-plant-place relationships have been (re)organized in line with military colonial imperatives. As such, his project develops a relationship with the brown tree snake that seeks to hold settlers accountable for ecological devastations, expropriations and deals that have created what is now militarized Guam.

‘Ecological catastrophe accomplishes the same cascading ruination of both past and future life and death … turning living countries into death worlds – places where entire generations of living things and connectivities are being destroyed’, writes Rose (Extinction 92). Amidst the anthropogenically driven dying that diminishes Guam’s lifeways, Perez insistently creates rich, interconnected, trans-generational and generative narratives that emphasise how interconnected living and dying beings are part of an ecological community. The ‘island of no birdsong’ – the fraught place at the heart of military colonial violence – continues to be loved, valued, celebrated and recognized as vigorously animate and adaptive. In Perez, where extinctions are read backwards and forwards, they are a focal point for the connected meetings and meanings of Indigenous histories and futurities, land, language, family, animals, plants and microbes. Hence, Perez positions his work in relation to genealogies of Indigenous, Native American, trans-Pacific and Pacific ecopoetics, in which ‘the earth is an ancestor, all life is interconnected and sacred, and human beings should act according to the values of multi-species reciprocity, environmental sustainability, and mutual care’.65 In CHamoru epistemology, ‘all that is, all that exists, is a testament to the cooperation between the ancestral spirits of Chamorros and those currently living’.66 Circular and striated chronology shines through beings bound into these places. Perez’s transfigured timelines, striated cartographies and semi-visible futurities situate death, dying and the non-living in a transhistorical kinship network, as part of a continuity and transmission of insight, memory and expectation passing from generation to generation, rooted in place.

Perez’s focus on the legacy left for future generations – including CHamorus around the world, diverse kin relations in Guam, and his infant daughter – brings to mind Rose’s notion of ‘the third life’, which is ‘the one we bequeath to others … individual lives become gifts to others’ (Extinction 89). (And so too, we might add, can deaths.) She is drawing on the work of James Hatley, who writes that ‘situated in the difference between death and birth, one is addressed by the lives one inherits … a transitive crossing-over that generates a new existence characterized in terms of a new responsibility’.67 As we will see in the next section, Perez’s sense of a ‘new responsibility’ is linked to his anti-colonial depiction of Guam, which makes such trouble for the settler script of extinction as apocalyptic ending. CHamoru history, culture, temporality, queer eco-reproductivity and ecology all refute it.


Pests and pesticides

In the plantation-dominated landscape of Mindanao, the southernmost region of the Philippines, aerially sprayed fungicides subject local communities to life in a chemical haze. Carried by the wind into houses, schools, home gardens and water sources, the toxic drift is everywhere, invisible and uncontainable. Plantations have been using the pesticides to control Mycosphaerella fijiensis, a fungus responsible for the leaf-spotting disease that threatens the export banana crop. However, aerial spraying does not discriminate between resident fungi, plants, animals and humans. Demonstrators protest their unwilling inclusion in a pesticide regime that marks their bodies as subhuman: a legacy of colonial capitalist and environmentally racist encounters that do not differentiate human communities from the ‘pests’ they wish to control. Indiscriminately addressed by chemical vectors, species find themselves violently conjoined. The political campaign Citizens Against Aerial Spray unites under the anthropocentric slogan: dili mi peste: We Are Not Pests! (Figure 4.4).68

[image: A photo showing people holding a black sign with white text stating, “Dili mi peste! Undangon ang aerial spray,” during a protest.]Figure 4.4“I am not a pest! Stop aerial spraying.” Mamamayan Ayaw sa Aerial Spray Protest at Davao City Hall, August 26, 2006. Photograph courtesy of Interface Development Interventions for Sustainability (IDIS), Inc.

The United States infamously weaponized toxic pesticides during the Vietnam War. Aerially sprayed across Vietnam’s rural landscape, Agent Orange razed trees and shrubs that provided cover to opposition forces and further destroyed their food crops.69 Administered at up to twenty times the concentration the manufacturers recommended for killing plants, the herbicide defoliated six million acres of upland, mangrove forests and farmlands. Of these areas, thirty four per cent were sprayed more than once and some more than four times. One study found that over 3000 villages were also doused. The US’s pesticidal warfare program targeted not specific weeds but entire ecosystems. In Vietnam, ‘the forest was the weed.’70 Large tracts of the land remain degraded and unproductive to this day.

Guam was used extensively for the storage and waste disposal of Agent Orange, often without documentation or attempts to mitigate public health risks.71 Official government accounts and veteran testimonies demonstrate significant exposure pathways among Guam veterans as a result of the mishandling of Agent Orange on the island.72 A combination of widespread spraying and unregulated waste disposal created significant exposure risk to the military and to civilians as a result of toxic dioxins released by rainbow pesticides.73 It was later found that Guam’s military units had disposed of large amounts of toxic waste through burying or pushing it over cliff-lines into makeshift dumpsites in low.lying areas near the ocean. The Ordot Landfill – now an EPA Superfund site – was one such uncapped and unlined landfill. Dioxin from the breakdown of Agent Orange had leaked from Ordot into Guam’s Lonfit River until 2011. This contaminated the drinking water stored in the island’s aquifers.74 Large numbers of Guam veterans also served near these disposal sites, many of which are adjacent to housing areas.

A 2002 Public Health Assessment of Guam’s Anderson Air Base reported dioxin levels thousands of times above the latter’s levels of concern in soil near residential areas (1 part per billion).75 The Anderson Air Base is ‘one of the most toxic places on the planet’.76 It sits above the Northern Guam Lens Aquifer, the island’s main source of fresh drinking water (Figure 4.5).

[image: A black-and-white diagram displaying toxic chemical distribution across Guam, with various shades indicating different concentrations, and lines highlighting specific areas.]Figure 4.5Poemap based on “Toxic Chemicals of Guam: More than 100 Dumpsites with T. Chemicals, in a 30x8 Mile Island”, provided by Craig Santos Perez. [lukao], p. 41.

Perez reported the resulting health impacts on CHamoru bodies in his 2008 testimony at the United Nations Special Political and Decolonization Committee. When he re-incorporates his speech within [saina], this catalogue of harm is printed as footnotes and in strikethrough. The positioning emphasises how chemical violence to Guam’s lifeways has long remained subtextual, buried, concealed and neglected:


the military used guam as a decontamination site during its nuclear testing in the 1970s, which resulted in massive radiation and agent orange and purple exposure. high incidences of various kinds of cancer and neuro-degenerative diseases, such amyothrophic lateral sclerosis, parkinsonism dementia, and lytico botig plague the chamoru people. toxic chemicals have sneaked into our … bloodstream.77


The chemical dioxin in Agent Orange can remain toxic in the soil for decades. Buried under the surface or deep in the sediment of rivers and in other bodies of water, dioxin can have a half-life of more than 100 years. In human bodies, the half-life is usually eleven to fifteen years, but it can be as high as twenty years.78 The biological effects of exposure are well-documented. Numerous studies have demonstrated that, even in very minimal amounts, exposure can cause immune system disorders, cancers and reproductive health deficiencies that last generations. Dioxin further triggers neurologic disorders, metabolic and cardiovascular disorders, respiratory disorders, gastrointestinal diseases, kidney and urinary disorders, skin disorders and bone conditions. Following the conflict, Guam veterans who were exposed to herbicides began to develop a host of serious diseases and reproductive conditions, as Perez observes in [saina]:


multiple sclerosis, alzheimer’s, renal dysfunction, cardiovascular disease, liver dysfunction, deafness, blindness, epilepsy, seizures, arthritis, anemia, stillbirths, and infertility … diseases have killed most of our elders: only five percent of the population is over the age of 65.79


‘Organisms are ecosystems of genomes, consortia, communities, partly digested dinners, mortal boundary formations’, writes Donna Haraway.80 My body is a melding of flesh, blood, bones, chemicals, water, cells and chromosomes. A medley of inorganic materials and companion species, each human contains diverse forms of agency and bears the traces of multiple forms of power. In Guam, one of the ways this power shows up is through the intergenerational and interspecies effects of Agent Orange. The defoliant produces high incidences of disease and infertility reaching into future lifeways. Pesticide-related illness is a colonial encounter, a chemical mediation that writes its traces on the living, the dead and the yet-to-come. Perez’s work further recognizes dioxin as a marker for the scripting of myriad bodies within colonial systems of pestilential control.81 His work moves between the innards of affected lifeforms (‘whales … bloated and stranded’, ‘poisoning fish’, ‘illnesses sore throat diarrhea’) to the blasted and irradiated landscapes of Pacific militarization: ‘military dumping and nuclear testing has contaminated the pacific’ ([lukao] 17, [saina] 58–60). Elsewhere, he reports how, as ‘// whales, birds and fish / change migration patterns /\\ my mom calls from california / talks drought and wildfires //’ ([lukao] 45). Such scale-jumping visibilizes intimate and global trajectories of colonial and military violence and the ongoing ecological impacts of the unsafe production and disposal of toxic nuclear and pesticide waste. Crossing boundaries of land, water, bone and flesh, these contaminants permeate and disrupt human and nonhuman lifeways. In [lukao], Perez writes:


… like the vowels

in hiroshima, enewetak, mororua

// the branches of our unborn

daughter’s respiratory tree

are just beginning to radiate \\

…

\\ rain clouds baptize guam

in strontium-90 fallout,

circa 1954 // what cancers remain

buried in pacific bodies …82


Vanessa Agard-Jones has introduced the term ‘kin\esthesia’ to refer to the ways in which body burdens contribute to people’s understanding of kinship with communities of chemical injury across species divides.83 In Guam, this meshwork of toxic harms is set in motion by US military politics. Perez’s activism and writing show the ways in which the effects of pesticidal (and nuclear) logics are playing out, using ongoing storyings of place to foreground the impacts on multispecies communities. Pesticide-related illnesses are a mark of encounter between plant, fish, animal, land and aqueous bodies, each bearing the traces of cellular and chemical entanglements with the US state. Their bodies carry uncanny materializations of the global power valences that made dioxide poisoning possible. Perez shows how, at the same time, their changing forms are signs of interconnected survivance.


–anastomose: union of parts or branches–as in streams blood vessels leaf veins

–to communicate or interconnect–between any two channels or passages–

from anastomoun : to provide with an outlet

from ana- : again, new

from stoma: mouth, opening.84


Alert to the ongoing ‘union’ between plant and animal experiences as ‘parts or branches’ of emerging novel ecologies, Perez emphasizes how humans are one aspect of a place constituted through all its ‘native’ and ‘invasive’, dangerous and benign lifeforms and subparticles. Guam is everything that runs through its ‘streams blood vessels leaf veins’. Its cultural meanings are not generated in idealized uncontaminated pre-colonial space. Its meanings emerge through the tangle of cross-species deaths (and survivals) engineered through biological violence and military harm. Through a place attachment that reads transformation, rupture and toxic attachment as part of Guam’s identity and existence, Perez confronts past, present and future transformations – ecological and cultural – intimately related to its exploitation and its role on the global stage.

I am reminded of Steve Mentz’s remark about ‘love’ in an era ‘after sustainability’: ‘We must learn to love disruption, including the disruption of human lives by non-human forces … After sustainability, we need dynamic narratives about our relation to the biosphere.’85 I think too of Astrida Neimanis’s description of ‘toxic love’, in which desire for and deep attachment to place 


persists not in spite of but because of the complex mess that gathers here. Everything here is figuring out how to get on in a permanently polluted world that is not about fixing things but rather figuring out new ways to persist. Although we are in the throes of the sixth extinction, these devastating extinguishings must also, strangely, be about desire, exuberance, and proliferation.86 


Anastomose is part of ‘figuring out how’ to persist and to be persistent in one’s desire and love. Through it, Perez finds ‘an outlet’, an ‘opening’ towards, an acknowledgement of ‘new’ growth in the heart of that ‘permanently polluted world’ that is grounded in repetition, reiteration: ‘again’. It is a manifestation of deep attachment to ‘the complex mess that gathers here’.87

Persistence is also political. Nostalgia for pristine nature has often been translated into a hatred for and rejection of ‘polluted’ places and ‘damaged’ bodies. The desire to dwell in a non-contaminated environment is too easily linked with the creation of sacrifice zones and the reassertion of settler capitalist arguments that unloved and already-harmed sites can continue to be polluted with impunity.88 These yearnings for ecological purity have long been tied to capitalist colonial and racist assumptions of access to land (often in the global south) for the dumping of toxic waste. They are further linked with the disavowed and under-monitored spraying of pesticides across species divides.

What is the status of ‘the pest’ in this story of persistent love for Guam in the face of settler oppression and military violence? In early chemical studies, US evaluators compared commercially available pesticides with military defoliants and called them weed killers. They were advertised as environmentally harmless, other than to the vegetal pests they were trying to destroy. At best, this view reflected an ignorance of ecological understandings that humans, microbes, vegetation, soil and water are all interconnected. Yet I fear it is more disturbingly linked with the anthropocentric and violent assumption that inconvenient and unloved lifeforms can be exterminated with impunity and without consequence.

When humans define a plant or animal as a pest ‘they make an artificial, though not random distinction between beings they like and those they do not’, writes Neil Oatsvall: ‘While the Vietnamese military found trees to be useful allies, the US military found them to be weeds that should be destroyed for optimal wartime functionality.’89 These ideas resonate with ways in which people and animals have been violently linked through the ‘thingifying’ logics of slavery and colonialism.90 In ‘Vermin Beings: On Pestiferous Animals and Human Game’, Clapperton Chakanetsa Mavhunga examines twentieth-century resistance to colonial settler rule in Rhodesia and reads the state response as pesticide: ‘the technology and practice of pest control’.91 Designated as ‘vermin’, guerrillas fighting for independence were subjected to weapons that had been used against wild animals, such as poisons (including anthrax). Mavhunga perceived a gap in military scholarship, which had frequently analysed and condemned the use of biological and chemical weapons but ‘does not connect the wars against human and nonhuman species as arising from the same ontology of pesthood’ (152).

Blackness and Indigeneity have, for centuries, been portrayed through scientific racism as metrics of animality, according to a classification system that genocidally ranks and orders living bodies. Black radical thinkers – from Frederick Douglass to Frantz Fanon, Angela Davis and Saidiya Hartman – have challenged and interrogated the relationships between animalization, slavery, colonialism and anti-Black racism, forging new pathways for considering abolition as an ongoing inspiration for intersectional liberation.92 Research in Indigenous Studies has shown how multiple forms of animalization continue to be used to motivate and justify settler colonial domination of people and territory and underpin the genocidal marking of Indigenous people as predators or pests that should be eliminated.93 The racist supposition that Indigenous people are unable properly to manage their land has been supported by the assumption – held (for example) by the US government and extractive industries – that land is a ‘resource’ that should be exploited for profit.94 In the case of Guam, the logic that CHamorus are like animals – that they are not ‘civilized’, that they do not deserve the same rights as mainland Americans – structured the findings of the US Insular Cases (1901–22). These ruled that the United States ‘can hold a territory as a colonial possession without incorporating the territory into the United States or granting sovereignty to the territory’, as Perez explains in his introduction to from unincorporated territory [hacha] (9). CHamorus living in ‘unincorporated territories’ would not be afforded the full protection of the Constitution. Their land, sea, rights, kin and health would be stripped from them for the greater (military colonial) good.95

Throughout this chapter, we have seen how the logics linking human and nonhuman species often relies on ‘the arousal of distinct affects within the settler colonial imaginary—affects linked to the notion (itself a settler construct) that predators and pests alike interfere with legitimate human endeavor and impede proper human flourishing’, as Eichler and Baumeister put it (305). Although my focus has been on Guam, I am of course not suggesting that animalizing constructs operate solely on that island, nor that they are exclusive to Oceania or to US military colonialism.96 As has been made very clear by scholarship across the disciplines, taxonomies of animality and racialization have long been misused, widely and violently, ‘to sort out who is human and who is not—not simply to create categories of subhumanity, but to produce people as animals or things … to render them killable’.97 I am quoting Miriam Ticktin’s work on colonial Namibia under South African rule, during which ‘the search for purity allowed new discourses of hygiene to be brought together with techniques of quarantine and delousing, to exterminate “impure” people’, confusing the eradication of disease with the eradication of people (xxxii).

It is not hard to see why one might raise a banner reading ‘We are not pests!’ Yet the slogan insists that ‘our’ (human) difference from ‘pests’ must be recognized in order to end chemical violence. ‘This demand calls for anthropocentric rather than collective ecological justice’, observes Alyssa Paredes: ‘For what is the slogan ‘We Are Not Pests!’ but a concession to spray nonhuman beings so long as humans are left unharmed?’98 Emphasizing the need for solidarity across species lines, Paredes desires to adopt a new slogan: ‘We too are pests’ (91).

In Dangerous Crossings: Race, Species, and Nature in a Multicultural Age, Claire Jean Kim proposes a ‘multi-optic vision’ that addresses the interrelationality of racism, speciesism and sexism.99 Encouraging ‘a reorientation toward an ethics of mutual avowal, or open and active acknowledgment of connection with other struggles’, Kim writes:


If disavowal is a closing of, a repudiation, a turning away from, avowal is an opening, a recognition, a turning toward … If we develop an ethics of mutual avowal in relation to other justice struggles, we not only reduce the chance we will reinscribe other forms of oppression … but also open ourselves to new ways of imagining ourselves in relation to others … If single-optic vision generates a Manichean opposition of oppressor and victim, multi-optic begins with and in turn reinforces a sense that positionality is a very complicated thing indeed. In a dense web of relationships structured by multiple forms of difference, simple oppositions such as powerful/powerless, good/bad, over/under have limited purchase. 

(20)


Perez’s work offers an ecological social activism that is grounded in multi-optic vision and seeks to move beyond species exclusivity. It resonates with the radical tradition of Black ecology that has galvanized practices of solidarity and dissent shaped by ecological dynamics across species lines.100 Recognizing that military colonial disruption is violently distributed across forms of difference, Perez turns to plant and animal sentinels as ways to understand the harms inflicted on Guam (its land and waters, its ecosystems and people). In this sense, his work makes clear how forms of oppression are structurally shared by kinship communities. In so doing, Perez’s work asks how an activist anti-colonial and anti-racist rhetoric can operate an ethics of mutual avowal, in defiance of the forces that imagine no alternative but a hierarchy of species value that distinguishes the human from the nonhuman, the pest from the pet, the toxic from the loved.

The roots of Perez’s interspecies storying reach back thousands of years. They include the ancestral narrative of Guam’s own genesis, which is reiterated by CHamorus today, uniting human and nonhuman generations. Here, returning to [lukao], we circle back to Perez’s recollection of how his ‘grandma lights votive candles’ and tells the young poet:


the creation story of our first mother, fu’una’ who ‘transforms her brother puntan’s back into tano’ : land, … her breath blooms the odda : soil and acho’ tasi : coral … her body calcifies into the stone from which we were born.101


As Perez’s reiterations of family memories intersect with longstanding CHamoru practices, they are repeatedly focused through the figure of the ancestral tree. ‘The name Fu’una translates as “first,” and the name Puntan translates as “coconut tree sapling” ’, Perez explains in a 2021 essay.102 As a life-bearing tree-human, Puntan is also a figure for land: ‘Because land was created from the bodies of Puntan and Fu’una, CHamorus view land as an ancestor … CHamorus often refer to themselves as taotao tåno’, or “people of the land,” and several villages on Guåhan refer to body parts, such as Barrigada (flank), Tiyan (stomach), Hagåtña (blood)’. A key ecological implication of retelling the creation story as part of Perez’s own personal recollection is to show how ‘kinship, gender equality, and land customs are interwoven’ in his own family tree (Perez ‘Sacred Land’, 40).

In the poem ‘Family Trees’, Perez remembers being called ‘to surround / i hayun lågu and chant: “We are the seeds / of the last fire tree!” ’103 He emphasizes the close (pro)creative interchange between CHamorus and hayun lågu, a tree listed under the Endangered Species Act.104 In Perez, CHamorus ‘are the last seeds’ of Guam’s sacred hayun lågu. In this fusion of plant and animal reproductive agencies, Perez probes what it could mean for humans to bear responsibility for the futurity of the plant kingdom. Imaginatively carrying the life-giving seeds that the (extinct) island birds no longer distribute, Perez’s lines investigate ways to continue loving and living with the body of land and water whose reproductivity has been violated by colonial militarization and for developing future-facing understandings of human bodies’ relations to this place. When Perez recalls the ancestral stories told by his grandmother, he writes:


i bury her

seeded words

in my notebook …


A few lines earlier:


our ancestors once buried the dead beneath the guma’ latte’ :

raised stone house so that their spirits would continue to dwell

close and protect [us] // …105


‘Every day is a reenactment of the creation story’ sings Muscogee (Creek) artist Joy Harjo.106 These words are the epigraph to Perez’s fourth collection, [lukao]. Ancestry, family and generational lines are a governing motif in this book, which is dedicated ‘to my wife, Brandy Nālani, addressed as “[you]” and to my daughter, Kaikainali’i, addressed as “[neni]”’. Births and deaths structure the collection. Many of the poems are grouped into sequences associated with reproduction. Some refer to gestation (the ‘first’, ‘second’ and ‘third trimester’ of Brandy’s pregnancy), others to early infancy ([neni]’s ‘first ocean’, ‘first birthday’, ‘first fever’). There are sequences focused on extinctions, near-extinctions and future extinctions (Guam as the ‘island of no birdsong’), and others that foreground human and island birthing events: ‘the birth of Guam’, ‘the birth of Guahan’ and the birth of [neni] in the series of poems called ‘(i tinituhon)’: in the beginning.


first nana : mother

this is my first prayer

to you, full of

wonder …

so many of [us] have left

 guåhan

for military and school,

jobs and hospitals \\

forgive me, i lost

our fino’ haya : first

language in transit, ghost

words // who’ll translate

me to you …107


Revisiting CHamoru narratives of the birth of Guam, Perez traces resonances with his own family history. Personal recollections point forward and backward, interlaced with stories of the island’s mythological ancestry.108 The work shifts between memories of tales told by Perez’s parents and grandparents, experiences shared with the poet’s wife and child and addresses to his newborn daughter. The centrality of mothering and significance of matrilineal clans find echoes in the island’s multi-agental generative activity, as Perez focuses on the life-giving powers of water, soil, earth, flora and fauna. It is a poetics in which humans try to face the responsibility of ongoing interspecies care in a thick and consequential present, grappling with the duties of the living to the generations-to-come. Dwelling in this time, the work inhabits a matrix of relationships with ancestors, descendants, animals, plants, land and ocean, in kåntan chamorrita. It is respectful of all that gestates and proliferates, and all that can dwindle and die.

‘The question of how to live the Anthropocene is inseparable from the question of how to write it’, observes Mary Louise Pratt.109 Perez’s ways of writing and speaking tell (hi)stories of procreation that understand Guam as densely populated by multi-agential activity in the past and the present. What persists is painful and complex. Guam comprises everything that has been absorbed and enmeshed into the land and sea’s generativity and into the animal, mineral and vegetal life to which these forces give rise. Perez’s body of writing shows how it is inhabited by the afterlives of actants and toxic residues, as well as by emergent and (maybe unlovely) webs of being. His repurposed form is a reflection of this backwards-and-forwards world. It is also a vehicle for new ways of appreciating the queerness of what Michelle Murphy calls alter-life. Deborah Bird Rose’s work has addressed how to hold up history-laden ‘worlds of loss’ and how to produce a storying that ‘radically reworks forms of attention’.110 Pratt asks: ‘How to define the stakes for the lifeforms that are … inextricably enmeshed’ with the fallout of anthropogenic activity (Arts of Living G173). One of the ways in which Perez responds to such questions is by hacking militarized understandings of place, anthropocentric biologies, animalizing discourses and colonial generational narratives. His work re-grounds responsibility and accountability to earthly generations-to-come, fostering restoration, care and justice across boundaries. Another key way he responds is by challenging the binaries of pestiferous thinking. Instead, Perez envisages intimate, loving relationships with contaminated and suffering bodies of land, sea and animate forms. I think of such work as responding to ecocidal colonial violence by staying with the toxicity.
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5‘The Cloud’: J. R. Carpenter


Digital infrastructure, big data and the environment

One warm weekend in August, the internet stops working. After switching the modem off and on several times, I abandon work for the day. I head outside, where it soon becomes clear that it’s not just my internet that’s affected. It’s the whole area. This is Tring, a historic market town in the Chiltern Hills, near Oxford, UK. There is some commotion. Shops are unable to take contactless payment and people are being turned away. There is a run on the ATM. People are standing in the road gesticulating; some bemused by the interruption, some speculating as to the cause, others trading frustrations. The next day, the cash point dries up. The bakery closes: bread and pastries are distributed for free. There is now a story on the high street, an unlikely sounding tale. Engineers have detected that the source of the problem is nesting rodents, specifically an introduced species, the glis glis. The animals bit through ducting, outer casing and cables. A spokesperson for the digital network company, Openreach, reports that over 10,000 homes and businesses have been affected.1 The outage continues for three days.

I confess: until a few years ago, the physicality of the internet as a material thing – a thing that creatures could chew – had eluded me. The lights on my router signalled that the internet was on, whatever that meant. Grateful to exploit its superfast connection, I had not stopped to ask: with what was my computer and phone really connected? I had read a few articles about massive data centres. I’d disconnected and reconnected some wonky modems. Beyond this, my picture of the internet was sketchy.

Experiences in virtual online spaces are frequently perceived as intangible and abstract or at the very least de-materialized. In the popular imaginary, these electronic interactions are powered by ‘the Cloud’, which stores and routes personal data at super-human speed via satellite systems. Over the last twenty years, this notion of digital impalpability, weightlessness and velocity has been reinforced by a dramatic increase in the use of portable, lightweight devices. Yet of course, smartphones, tablets and laptops are just the wireless interfaces of the internet’s very terrestrial cabled infrastructure. Online purchases, meetings and streamings rely on vast racks of plugged-in, stationary servers, situated in real places across the planet. These huge data farms are connected across continents via submarine fibre-optic cables.2 It is not a cloud but these cables – snaking beneath the oceans – that carry 99 per cent of global internet communications.3

This chapter focuses on electronic poetry that challenges the ideology of ‘the Cloud’, an industry metaphor that occludes the materiality of digital media use (such as vast energy consumption and undersea cabling systems). My focus is the work of British-Canadian anti-colonial artist, poet and performer J. R. Carpenter, specifically the web-based version of her 2016–17 poetic essay, The Gathering Cloud.4 This electronic text uniquely foregrounds the environmental and social effects of contemporary internet use, showing how naturalizing metaphors enable widespread disavowal of these impacts. Carpenter uses the poetic screen to spotlight and remediate industry-generated language and imagery, challenging the meme of ‘the Cloud’ as a highly abstracted, fetishized non-place. The work offers a foil to the carefully staged PR images (and virtual tours) of corporate data farms. One example, as we will see, is Google’s webpages, which invite consumers to experience ‘the magic’ of seeing inside ‘the home of the Internet’. Contra this discourse of electronic enchantment, Carpenter’s work re-materializes the unglamorous and hidden workings of ‘the Cloud’. She makes discernible what Bruno Latour calls the ‘terrestrial’ dimensions of internet connectivity and what Susan Leigh Star terms its ‘backstage’ elements.5

I am especially interested in how, because its format is insistently interactive, The Gathering Cloud further ensures that its readers are participants. End-users engage with the distanced industrial realities of ‘the Cloud’s infrastructural development’. The e-text is comprised of six sections: its ‘Frontispiece’ and five ‘Plates’ each contain a GIF-animated digital collage. As we read, and watch, and move the cursor, we click through sedimented historical layers of textual and graphic sources. Carpenter produces a visual experience akin to collage or palimpsest, making apparent the ways in which old media physically undergirds the new media we are using, whether to read her poetry, do banking or arrange a dinner delivery. As I navigate Carpenter’s text, the screen flashes up further images reminding me how fossil technologies literally underline cloud technologies and telegraph cables form the foundations of digital cabling. With my fingertips, I enter this digital place, a reader who can animate images of clouds, open layers of text and make the tech components dance. Carpenter ensures that each tap and swipe makes clear my complicity in (digital) industrial geopolitics. This includes my encounter with her electronic poetry.

In this sense, engaging with The Gathering Cloud makes palpable a point made by former network engineer Tung-Hui Hu, in his book The Prehistory of the Cloud. Hu argues that because artworks are able to ‘bring into focus key moments in the [C]‌loud’s development’, they can stimulate alertness to and ‘critique [of] the environmental and social impacts associated with its scale’.6 Digital collage is one way of enabling readers to picture their own participation in the multiple informational ‘flows’ that enable superfast digital communication and datafication at scale.7 Signal traffic isn’t just ‘up there’, far away in a ‘cloud’: information goes up and down, overland and beneath the ocean; horizontally shifting and looped, routed and cabled, sometimes stuck and interrupted. Precisely because this kind of motion feels hard to picture, The Gathering Cloud helps visibilize the complex trans-historical criss-crossings of communication infrastructures, entangled cloud nomenclatures and technological and creative knowledge forms that enable huge numbers of people to do things online.

As such, Carpenter’s intervention is not a lonely one-off. It can be read as part of a growing body of twenty-first-century artworks that stimulate more embodied understandings of the seemingly abstract role of end-users (and many others) in the growth of cloud computing and big data. Among them is Taylor Coburn’s cycle of poetry and data-centre performances I’m that angel (2011–) and Trevor Paglen’s investigative rematerializations of global networks and infrastructures, such as in his photography and collage diptych series Cable Landing Sites (2016) and his examination of computer vision algorithms in The Shape of Clouds (2019). In this chapter, I will also touch on Starosielski’s digital mapping project Surfacing (2015) and Katherine Behar’s Data Cloud (A Heap, A Mass, A Rock, A Hill). Such work invites audiences to consider issues of power, pollution, access, labour, intelligence and visibility, which are inherent in the eco-social development of systems and technology at scale.

[image: A visual displaying text and images with insects overlaid on clouds and cables. Various text excerpts discussing clouds, memories, and sunsets are integrated throughout the scene.]Figure 5.1J. R. Carpenter. The Gathering Cloud, 2016. Screenshot of Plate No. 3.

In the pages that follow, I take The Gathering Cloud (Figure 5.1) as primary case study, examining how this artistic intervention works to de-mythologize the belief that ‘the Cloud’ eludes human scale, as well as debunking the associated idea that ‘the internet’ exists only as a massively distributed intangible elsewhere (such as in Timothy Morton’s paradigm of the ‘hyperobject’ as ungraspable).8 To engage with Carpenter’s digital artwork through its sedimented layers is to be connected to many very real ‘elsewheres’ where data is held, transmitted and processed. This place-connection happens every time a link is opened. As I interact with her piece, I am also conscious of being linked backward in time, because each section of The Gathering Cloud is comprised of appropriated materials from a diverse range of publicly available sources; from nineteenth-century meteorology, philosophy and theology to early twenty-first-century tech mags, from Victorian engravings to poetic metre, and more. The Gathering Cloud – like Paglen’s Cable Landing Sites and Starosielski’s Surfacing – is a composite form that flags up its own ‘prehistory’ as well as that of the technologies underpinning it and my engagement with it.9

I will add one final word of introduction to the work of J. R. Carpenter, with which some readers may not be familiar. Operating across performance, print and digital media, Carpenter is a Canadian-born, UK-based experimental writer, artist and researcher, whose reputation is growing considerably. Using the internet as a medium for creating and disseminating hybrid poetic-essayistic texts, Carpenter’s work investigates topics including technological development and anthropogenic climate change, environmental violence, digital colonialism and the politics of new media and internet history. Her critical-creative essays have also examined the intersections between media archaeology, digital literature, meteorology and mapping, performance writing, locative narrative and site-specific poetics.

The Gathering Cloud was first commissioned as a web-based text in 2016 by NEoN Digital Arts Festival (Dundee, UK), a platform that seeks to advance the understanding and accessibility of digital and technology-driven art forms. Carpenter’s piece has subsequently been performed and presented in galleries, museums and at online readings around the world. It has also been published as a book-length collection, including a new extended first section with photographs, a foreword by new media theorist Jussi Parikka and an afterword by poet Lisa Robertson.10 There is a reason why my chapter focuses on the web-based iteration of The Gathering Cloud. For it is here that Carpenter’s piece engages in addressing electronic problems electronically.


Clouds and cables: Visualization

In its form and construction, The Gathering Cloud emphasizes a dimension of electronic poetics that still tends to take a backseat in Humanities-based literary scholarship (though it is well-documented in Social Sciences research). Research into e-poetry has often focused on genre, authorial production and reception, as well as encoding and textual interpretation. Conversely, Carpenter’s piece stimulates attention to the complexly networked means by which its texts and images arrive on our screens: ‘An email may travel thousands of miles / and pass through multiple data centres / to send a photograph across the street’ (GC Print, 88). So too with her digital text. Routed through ‘[a]‌isles of servers with amber, blue, and green / lights flashing’, The Gathering Cloud emphasizes how it makes its way to its readers via data centres connected across continents (GC, Plate No. 3; see Figure 5.2).

[image: A photograph showing network cables connected to ports with labels one to seventeen. Overlaid text describes cumulus and cirrocumulus clouds with poetic references to memories and sunsets. The bottom of the image includes red text links labelled Frontispiece, No. 1, No. 2, No. 3, No. 4, No. 5, and SOURCES.]Figure 5.2J. R. Carpenter. The Gathering Cloud, 2016. Screenshot of Plate No. 3.

Visually and linguistically, The Gathering Cloud emphasises its dependence on data being cabled across a global grid. As Carpenter points out, this de-naturalizing approach to its ‘cloud formations’ contrasts with the familiar metaphor of information carried by an atmospheric cloud, which belies data’s physical reality:


The Cloud is an airily deceptive name

connoting a floating world far removed

from the physical realities of data.

(GC, The Frontispiece)


Carpenter investigates how and why the cyberinfrastructures end-users rely on have remained intangible to so many. In so doing, her work creatively addresses a question Nicole Starosielski posed in 2015: ‘Why have undersea cables, as the backbone of the global Internet, remained largely invisible to the publics that use them?’ (Undersea 3). Part of the visual-conceptual barrier has been the scale of cloud storage and transmission. Planetary data flow exceeds the capacity fully to sense, experience or understand it. ‘The Cloud’ is beyond human scale. Morton coins the term ‘hyperobjects’ to point to such presences, which are ‘massively distributed in time and space relative to humans’ (1) and thus are confounding (his examples include climate, global warming, oil). ‘Because it’s distributed across the biosphere and beyond, it’s very hard to see as a unique entity … it involves a massive, counterintuitive perspective shift to see it’ (49). Morton is speaking of climate change, but the point might well apply to cloud computing.

Carpenter’s animated GIF collages make clear that her e-text’s own content – and our reading – depends on the often-invisible labour of energy-hungry data farms and cable infrastructures. The Gathering Cloud helps readers to visualize the circuitous terrestrial, aerial and submarine routes that digital content takes: these pathways have frequently been considered ‘indiscernible’ or have been tacitly obscured.11 Working across visual and textual media, the poem-essay makes palpable its networked dependency on undersea cables, ‘banks of generators’ and server farms, as it digitizes and poeticizes its own ‘Cloud formations’ (GC, Plate 3; see Figure 5.2). These tangibles are reinforced through numerical and animal imagery, as mathematical and creaturely figures flash up. In Plate No. 1, adult and baby elephants rapidly flock the screen (see Figure 5.3). Their too-fast digital multiplication and replication contributes to the sense of the enormity and weight of a ‘gathering’ that should ‘fill us with urgency’.

[image: A collage featuring a black-and-white illustration titled THE GATHERING CLOUD (Plate No. 1) with elephants and rhinos beneath cloud formations. Text details cloud types and emphasises the urgency of observing cloud scales. The bottom is labelled Frontispiece with numbered references.]Figure 5.3J. R. Carpenter. The Gathering Cloud, 2016. Screenshot of Plate No. 1.

Star has described the functioning of digital infrastructure as ‘ecological’, part of the ‘balance of action, tools, and the built environment’.12 Carpenter uses poetry to show the ‘[im]balance’ caused by a 21st-century reliance on superfast route-making. Her focus on the media ecologies of the ‘built environment’ – on which the growth of data storage and ever-faster circulation depends – underlines the complicities of makers and users with the nodes and circuits of the information economy.

Hovering a cursor over the word ‘scale’ in Plate No. 1 calls up the following text:


An estimated 1.8 trillion

gigabytes of digital information

are created and stored globally each year

by ordinary consumers with no sense

that data is physical and storing it

has a direct impact on the environment.

(GC, Plate No. 1)


These lines observe the ‘direct impact’ of technological practices that create and store growing quantities of ‘digital information’. From shopping, banking, streaming films, sharing photographs, reading or watching e-poetry, to engaging in academic research communities, cloud computing permeates daily activity for many in the global north.

But even when so-called ‘ordinary consumer[s]‌’ realize that their holiday snaps or Zoom meetings are having ‘a direct impact on the environment’ – on a scale comparable to air travel – the challenge is what to do about it. How to engage in less resource-intensive ‘energy practices’?13 During the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, I – like others – digitized innumerable hard-copy books and articles that were on undergraduate reading lists. Although many staff and students have been keen to get back into the physical library, access to digitized resources has remained an institutional priority. Adapted patterns of access are not always easy to reverse. At the time of writing, electricity-hungry ‘technological habitats’ are the ‘new normal’ of research and teaching.14 Some have even interpreted this shift positively in terms of the Higher Education carbon footprint.15

Carpenter is thinking, too, about the digital footprint of the art world and poetry industry. What are the ethics of an electronic poet’s and reader’s engagement through cloud computing, given the natural resources needed to power it and the environmental waste it produces? ‘The term The Cloud refers to is a cultural fantasy’, as Carpenter observes (GC, Plate No. 2). As she well knows, this fantasy has been common at least since the 1960s, when terms like environment, ecology and ecosystem began to prevail as metaphors for the ‘life’ or ‘death’ of emerging technologies.16 Carpenter’s e-text produces creative and critical friction for habituated ways of articulating such relationships by pointing to the Cloud’s polluting, post-industrial reliance on chemical and mechanical production methods. The piece observes how big data involves the extraction of earth’s raw materials and massive appropriation of its energy, as well as the production of toxic waste:


Tech giants Apple, Amazon, and Microsoft

power their twenty-first century clouds with

dirty nineteenth-century coal energy.

(GC, Plate No. 2)

Data centres worldwide use thirty billion

watts of electricity annually.

Most of that is spent on avoiding downtime.

Guarding against the event of grid failure

banks of generators emit diesel exhaust.

(GC, The Frontispiece)


The energy needs of the data cloud are leviathan. Amongst Carpenter’s key source texts is a 2012 New York Times article by James Glanz, ‘Power, Pollution and the Internet’, which observes that ‘a single data center can require more power than a medium-size town’.17 He is quoting the industry expert, Peter Gross, who collaborated in the design of hundreds of such buildings. The Times 2011–12 investigation that Glanz’s piece reports on – and which is cited by Carpenter – found that ‘data centers can waste 90 percent or more of the electricity they pull off the grid’, and that ‘on average, they were using only 6 percent to 12 percent of the electricity powering their servers to perform computations’ (Glanz). The Gathering Cloud further re-works (and visually materializes) Glanz’s remark that the remainder of this electricity was mostly used ‘to keep servers idling in case of a surge in activity that could crash their operations’, and that ‘To guard against a power failure, they … rely on banks of generators that emit diesel exhaust’. Carpenter translates into hendecasyllabic verse form an estimation of the International Data Corporation and the EMC (a company focused on the management and storage of data) that ‘more than 1.8 trillion gigabytes of digital information were created globally last year [2011]’ (Glanz). Carpenter collages this with shards of Glanz’s comment: ‘About three-quarters of that data, EMC estimated, was created by ordinary consumers’ (see GC, Plate No. 1).

As Carpenter is aware, her text is by no means the first to reveal that the current scale of cloud computing can be environmentally deleterious.18 In the years between 2012 and the publication of The Gathering Cloud in 2016, data centres were being increasingly targeted by environmental activists following the media’s uncovering of their astronomical consumption of energy, including ‘dirty’ (non-renewable) forms. By using poetry to collage industry sources and newspaper reports from this period, The Gathering Cloud primes readers to spot something easier to miss: the naturalizing language norms around signal traffic.19 Reading Carpenter involves tuning in to the metaphors – visual and linguistic – used in the promotion of cloud computing and internet products. This produces a new sensitivity to idioms deployed in journalistic exposés of the energy requirements of data farms and in arguments against (and for) the rise of big data, both by industry professionals and laypersons.

‘It’s staggering for most people, even people in the industry, to understand the numbers, the sheer size of these systems’, remarks Peter Gross.20 A key tension probed by The Gathering Cloud is that between qualitative and quantitative descriptions of twenty-first-century data’s functioning and impact. Drawing from popular and industry-led language, Plate No. 1 harnesses idioms of data measurement, citing the ‘1.8 trillion gigabytes’ of information produced annually. It pulls up a statistic for a typical-sized cumulus cloud, which weighs ‘half a million kilos’, a figure that is likened to the ‘weight of one hundred elephants’. The structure of the simile is reminiscent of a statistical analogy in the Times report: ‘digital warehouses use about 30 billion watts of electricity, roughly equivalent to the output of 30 nuclear power plants’, as well as a popular comparison between elephants and cloud weight: ‘the average cumulus cloud (1 km cubed in size) weigh[s]‌ around 550 tonnes – the same as a herd of 100 African elephants’, as a 2014 Guardian article reports.21

Why all these figures? What lies behind the proliferation of numerical data, as well as the plasticity of metaphorical comparisons between human and nonhuman figures? Carpenter’s use of the elephant-cloud analogy hints at the conceptual hooks offered by creaturely scale in the presentation of ‘pure’ numerical data. Numerical trillions and billions gesture towards the upper parameters of comprehensibility and countability. What does ‘half a million kilos’ – as opposed to a million kilos – actually feel like? The graspable heft of the elephant helps flesh out the abstract numeric for cloud weight. It is an organic, qualitative comparison initially suggested by Peggy LeMone, a meteorologist and cloud researcher who worked with the US National Center for Atmospheric Research and began experiments in calculating cloud weight in the 1990s. The enormous numbers and figures are incommensurate with lived experience and call out for a metaphorical or at least embodied marker.

Still, we might ask: to what extent can e-poetry – in combining graphic, visual and literary arts – help make graspable the materiality of signal traffic? To what extent should Carpenter’s text perform in this way? What problems lurk in the politics of visibility and in the instrumentalization of the literary and visual arts to this end? Johanna Drucker, writing on the ‘practices of data visualization,’ has argued that the tools used in ‘visualization’ are often treated as if the representations they render provide direct access to ‘what is’.22 The distinction between scientific observation (‘the act of creating a statistical, empirical, or subjective account or image’) and the phenomena observed appears to be collapsed (125). In short, a recipient is at risk of taking the representation literally.

In 2012, following the expose of the gargantuan energy consumption of data centres, a rigorous publicity strategy was launched by many major tech companies – including Google, Apple, Facebook and Amazon – in response to questions about the transparency, visibility and accountability of their cloud computing operations. In the years leading up to the publication of The Gathering Cloud, public debates raged around the environmental impacts of cloud computing, and the opacity and impenetrability of the vast server farms used to power the internet. In response, each company released a flood of data-centre imagery and information.23 Google offered up technicolour photo galleries, 365-degree tours and video footage of their server farms. Facebook included on its corporate website dedicated pages detailing its energy impact, live graphic representations of energy usage in two data centres in North America and dashboards that monitor and visualize its centres. Amazon produced high-definition footage of its ‘fulfilment centres’ (digital warehouses) and short video interviews with workers. Microsoft made available QuickTime video tours of data centres.

These theatrics of transparency were accompanied by the promotion of corporate cloud infrastructures as embracing clean power. Some companies made available their year-on-year increasing rates of power usage effectiveness (PUE) and water usage effectiveness. Others publicly declared their objective to achieve 100 percent renewable energy at all server farms. Many produced extensive imagery and solicited news coverage of their new ‘green’ data centres – often relocated in Nordic countries where the external temperature drives down the vast energy requirements of the effective thermocontrol of servers. Indeed, the websites of almost all large data centres today include an image gallery and virtual tour where glossy images of their otherwise impenetrable interiors can be accessed.

The ‘Explore our Photo Gallery’ on Google’s page offers a series of photographs by Connie Zhou of the high-tech interiors and exteriors of its data centres.24 These corporate images present an intense hyperstylization of glowing rows of server racks and colour-coordinated pipes. They turn functionality into a kind of abstract art. There are shots of server farms nestled into natural vistas: glass buildings with billowing clouds above; fresh-faced employees seated on cumulus-shaped sofas against cloud-filled backdrops. But much is also inevitably kept out of sight. Such images do not show a curious audience the unphotogenic backstage spaces where transformers, chillers and generators are housed nor the mechanical and technical dimensions of Google’s infrastructure design and its energy use. They are not attempting a visualization of the protocols, constraints and affordances that are built into networks in order to maximize performance and minimize costs. We are not encouraged to perceive these spaces as part of the regulation of plays in the global distribution of data from storage to consumer (e.g. the Internet Service Providers and content delivery networks that have ‘peering’ arrangements). There is nothing to suggest the human labour that is required for laying and maintaining cables, for mining and recycling rare earth minerals, and for supporting the many servers and services that exist today – such as the ‘digital janitor’ services that clean social media, or the virtual community of Mechanical Turk ‘crowdworkers’ across the world who rent out their time and resources for remote on-demand jobs, often repetitive and miniscule.25

Many dimensions of signal traffic are hard to visualize. For example, the fraught jurisdiction of the data that is processed, circulated and transmitted among millions of data centres globally every second. Google is also understandably not keen not to expose the technical details of its servers or its networking capabilities in the interest of security and competition. Nevertheless, the supposedly ‘behind the scenes’ images that are released help divert public attention from what Star calls the ‘boring’ and ‘backstage elements’ of signal traffic (the ethical and environmental challenges of cloud computing).26 These might include the green routing problem (how to find the best path to carry a job from the user to its destination) or the scheduling problem (determining green energy resources between data centres and grid network). The management of all these complex factors – and more – is a crucial part of what enables me to take a 365-degree tour of – say – a Google data centre from my office desk. Being encouraged to look at aesthetically pleasing (and easily graspable) images of pipes and racks helps divest me of curiosity about the invisible aspects of my everyday internet use. Such as where precisely am I storing my personal data when I save it to ‘the Cloud’? Who is involved in doing this work? It is perplexing to try to imagine a destination: numberless, undisclosed locations, using servers and workers that I will never be able to see. What also remains opaque in relation to my routine online access are its relations with issues like rising energy demands, rare earth mining, global regulatory tools (which often fall short of what is necessary to maintain current policy goals effectively), the extractive logics of global labour relations and the riddling of public and private communicative contexts. More accurately visualizing these dimensions of internet traffic would be tricky but also, what would incentivize Google to encourage people to consider it at all?

Instead, ‘By disguising infrastructure as part of the natural environment’ as Lisa Parks observes in ‘Around the Antenna Tree’, ‘concealment strategies keep citizens naive and uninformed about the network technologies they subsidize and use each day’.27 The result is an impoverishment of ‘infrastructure literacy’ in the very moment that many people pride themselves on being members of a ‘networked society’. Clearly, Google’s data-centre photographs do not really ‘reveal’ to the public the ‘home of the Internet’ (as the company has frequently dubbed its server farms).28 Even as the photographs gesture towards the ideal of transparency – glass, reflections in the lakes, blue skies, etc. – they conceal the ‘boring’, complex, corporeally dangerous and ethically dubious aspects of cloud computing.

Many corporate images of data centres thus carry out a form of hiding in full view, insofar as they encourage audience fascination with spectacular spaces (at the expense of ‘infrastructure literacy’ and social justice issues). Glossy, shiny, well-organized, technicolour, vast data centres: the viewer voyeuristically delights in being granted an exceptional peek into what is usually physically off-limits, high-security, not within view. The ‘reveal’ enables me to peer ‘behind’ the walls of these immense spaces and ‘come inside’ the internet’s vast ‘home’, as Google’s corporate website invites the public. (All this is more thrilling than the grey cables and black router boxes of my domestic setup, or the menial labour of data entry, usually outsourced to the Global South, which enable it.) Onlookers are ushered into a fantastic elsewhere, which has been compared by Google’s visitors – and indeed employees – to ‘Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory’.29

Carpenter’s Plate No. 3 draws our attention to the politics of this public relations push (Figure 5.2). Her GIF inverts voyeuristic enjoyment of forbidden spaces: the colourful screen dominated by server racks parts to reveal… a (largely) grayscale poetic text and the issues of cabled infrastructure. The literary work suggests how the viewer’s excited exploration of data farm ‘interiors’ hinges on a desire for denied access. Yet the images on show are not ‘transparent’: the pleasure written into looking/wandering involves strategically divesting the object (wire, switch, pipe, router) from its real purpose and transforming it into what Brian Larkin calls an ‘excessive fantastic object that generates desire and awe in autonomy of its technical function’ (‘Politics’ 333).

These image repositories and video tours of data farms encourage a visual fetishism that, as Alan Liu writes, ‘subtracts the need to be conscious of the geography, physicality, temporality, and underlying history of the links between nodes’.30 The so-called ‘home’ of the internet isn’t static: it is distributed and in motion. This is why, rather than encouraging readers to imagine that the internet can be ‘visited’ at the node of the data centre, Starosielski describes it as emerging continually across sites, as signal traffic moves and ‘get[s]‌ tangled up in coastal politics at landing points, monitored and maintained at cable stations, interconnected with transportation systems and atmospheric currents, and embedded in histories of seafloor measurement’ (2). In her companion countermapping project, Surfacing, Starosielski collaborates with Erik Loyer and Shane Brennan to produce an interactive digital map of signal traffic (Figure 5.4). The site requires use of the click, drag and zoom controls to ‘see your location from a new perspective’ and to envisage yourself as travelling data:


you are a signal traveling across the undersea network. You begin on the coast, carried ashore by undersea cable. From your landing point, you can traverse the Pacific Ocean by hopping between network nodes. You might surface at cable stations where signal traffic is monitored, on remote islands that were once network hubs, and aboard giant ships that lay submarine systems. In the process, narratives about the history of the cable network, the companies that construct it, and the ecologies that it runs through will orient you in your journey.31


[image: A visual displaying a network map overlay on a landscape with several cable systems labelled, including Asia-America Gateway, Guam-Philippines-Taiwan, and Trans-Pacific Cable lines.]Figure 5.4Starosielski et al. Surfacing. 2015. Screenshot.

Like Carpenter’s interactive digital text, Surfacing brings these shadowy geographies into the picture. While The Gathering Cloud palimpsests these connectivities as half-visible ghost presences, Surfacing unceremoniously drops users ‘into’ a mapped undersea network. It deposits ‘you’ at a random cable station in the Pacific, from where you can zoom out to reveal a draggable map of underwater cable networks and still further to a thematically organized web of connections between stations, which can be expanded and read. If The Gathering Cloud posits the internet as a thingly and multi-agental ‘gathering’ place, which relies on imperfectly visible systems, and not-quite-graspable exchange, Surfacing ‘makes the underwater rhizome connections we depend on for our everyday data needs navigable by geography and theme’.32 Navigable but also unruly and disconcerting. I got lost in the site’s continuous chain of views. Both projects offer different – and uncanny – ways of visibilizing network encounters, mapping the large-scale historical and social forces that have shaped the compromised pathways of ever-increasing data needs.

Google’s podcasts repeatedly use the term ‘magic’ to describe internet operations.33 In contrast, projects like The Gathering Cloud and Surfacing offer a counterpoint to out-of-this-world rhetoric. Such work pushes back against the hypervisible corporate imagery used to reveal some parts of cloud computing (enabling most of its relations to fall into obscurity). Holt and Vonderau describe this as an all-too-familiar ‘mode of governing that disavows itself while at the same time constantly overexposing its material designs’ (81). The visual and lexical politics of overexposure-as-disguise – which enables public and scholarly disavowal – has resulted in data centres and digital media infrastructure being extremely ‘difficult to research,’ not only in the humanities but also in the fields of archaeology and media studies (76).

I have been suggesting that Carpenter’s e-poetic approach whets the appetites of end-users for different (grounded and aerial) stories about digital technologies. In this sense, such work deploys cloud tech against the grain to foreground how its current institutional imaginary does not operate in the public interest. However, what seems to lie beyond the environmental purview of The Gathering Cloud is the human labour on which cloud culture critically depends. Like Surfacing, the project remains largely silent about the experiences of – for instance – global supply chain microworkers, who rarely ‘surface’ as visible subjects, being stripped of subjectivity and abstracted into units of extractive labour capacity as part of the internet’s racialized shadow economy.34 To take a contrasting example, the work of Asian-American interdisciplinary artist and academic Katherine Behar often foregrounds race, class and technologized labour in digital culture. I am thinking of Disorientalism (2005–present), her ongoing multimedia collaboration with Marianne Kim. In one video, Behar and Kim appear inside a screen, tracing the repetitive motions of Asian women assembling circuit boards, showing how affluent ‘users’ depend on the disavowed labour of poorer ‘servers’ in the Global South.35 The project spotlights data entry’s menial, dehumanizing laborious repetition, which is contrasted with the dominant imagery of immateriality used to depict cloud computing and big data. In another of Behar’s pieces, Data Cloud (A Heap, A Mass, A Rock, A Hill), the Cloud appears as a sculpture covered with over 6,000 dismantled keys from a warehouse of surplus keyboards, making data manifest ‘physically as a mound … weighty, unwieldy, and grounded’.36 These are artistic interventions that show how the information ‘in’ the Cloud is underwritten by processes of excess, consumption and hoarding, which often rely on the disavowed exploitation and objectivization of bodies.

I am also mindful of a different project, I’m That Angel, by American artist Tyler Coburn. Through a series of writings and performances in data centres, Coburn explores the ways that users’ bodies are turned into data as they work on the computer. The project exposes the opaque and cloudy operations of cognitive capitalism by amassing found quotes from the trending language of the virtual world: ‘the master narratives of technological and socioeconomic progress that have naturalized Web 2.0’s platform’.37 The series is narrated from the perspective of a ‘ “content farmer”: an emergent type of online journalist contracted to generate articles based on words peaking in Google Trends’. Coburn’s project resembles Carpenter’s insofar as it absorbs and repackages source materials to emphasize technology’s occluding and ‘clouding’ functions.

In Down to Earth, Bruno Latour argues for the planetary need for ‘terrestrial’ ways of being: modes of action and imagination that can pull human activity and desire away from the habits of ‘out-of-this-world’ thinking (33). I have been arguing that The Gathering Cloud – like that of a number of other artists’ projects – attempts to challenge and rework key aspects of the ‘out-of-this-world’ technological imaginary. It counteracts a dominant vision of ever-expanding progress that negates the limits and pressures of twenty-first-century ecological and social reality (as is seen in contemporary climate denial, or the growth of appetites for extra-planetary expansion, such as space mining). Carpenter’s text resonates with Latour’s insofar as it recognizes the need for frameworks that foster non-violent and anti-colonizing planetary co-existence with ecological and environmental actors. This is not to say that her project addresses all aspects equally. In the next section, I consider how far, and how successfully, Carpenter’s focus on the geopolitics of internet use is informed by a terrestrial call to imagine better earth relations. It looks specifically at her re-animation of historical and scientific sources and her introduction of a layered and haunted tech imaginary. I examine how each offers a means of foregrounding vulnerable earth-bound practices. Both acknowledge humans’ uneven dependence on ecological and technological agents, and both seek to debunk those aspects of out-of-this-world thinking that celebrate the vertical exploitation of them.38


Tech ghosts: Electronic strata and excavation

‘New infrastructures do not so much supersede old ones as ride on top of them, forming physical and organizational palimpsests – … over time these pathways have not been diffused, but rather etched more deeply’, writes architectural historian Kazys Varnelis.39 In a ‘Sources’ section, Carpenter explains that the images comprising The Gathering Cloud were ‘appropriated from publicly accessible cloud storage services’, and that her e-text is comprised of ‘animated’ collages of diverse textual and visual sources (GC, ‘Sources’). Aggregating different knowledge modes and technologies, Carpenter layers up the links between found texts across media. Her e-text is an anti-chronological constellation of forms, moving in a (cloud-like) state of perturbation, turbulence and emergence.

This section focuses on Carpenter’s poem-essay as a diachronic investigation of the workings of cloud computing. I consider what is at stake in the way that The Gathering Cloud traces the interconnected evolutionary paths of contemporary and pre-existing media forms, as well as their development from earlier infrastructures. This compositional hybridity not only provides a shared contact zone between science and art and textual and visual cultures but also creates palimpsest-like Plates that overlay specimen photographs from scientific research papers and digitized atmospheric sketches; mathematical formulae and modified textual fragments from classical antiquity to now (including the atmospheric hypotheses of Aristotle and Lucretius, meteorological studies of the Enlightenment and Industrial Revolution, twenty-first-century news articles, and the digital marketing of media technologies). These busy interactions show multiple temporal elements plotted at once: the work is striated in ways that slow down the ‘flow’ of digital encounter.

On the one hand, The Gathering Cloud ensures that readers grapple with phrases and forms that are in motion. We see sliding, linked textual objects, images, bodies, symbols and lines. On the other hand, reading involves engaging with a range of situated (but weirdly peripatetic) historical artistic, technological and scientific artefacts. Carpenter’s image-texts mobilize their heterogeneous sub-components and exhibit the time-stamp of particular systems of thought:

[image: A black-and-white illustration featuring text about clouds, including cumulus and cirrostratus, with a landscape of trees and distant hills. Text overlays describe cloud characteristics.]Figure 5.5J. R. Carpenter. The Gathering Cloud, 2016. Screenshot of Plate No. 4.

Take as example Carpenter’s Plate No. 4 (see Figure 5.5). It yokes elements from the literary, visual and plastic arts with specific moments in the history of meteorological and technological development. In the foreground is the static poetic text. Hovering a cursor over the individual words that appear in red allows the reader to access further short stanzas of linked poetic material. The background comprises a digitized image of a particular nineteenth-century cloudscape: a lithograph of the common cumulostratus cloud that was first identified, sketched, painted and named by the pharmacist and amateur meteorologist Luke Howard. The image is derived from Howard’s Essay on the Modification of Clouds (1865) as ‘Plate No. 4’ of five Plates.40 First proposed in an 1802 lecture to the Askesian Society, Howard’s influential classification of clouds into key types – mobilizing the Latinate terms stratus, cumulus, cirrus, nimbus – offered a nomenclature still used by meteorologists today (Figure 5.6).

[image: A black-and-white illustration showing cumulus clouds merging with cirrostratus, labelled cumulostratus, with trees and landscape in the foreground.]Figure 5.6Luke Howard. Essay on the Modification of Clouds: Cumulostratus.

Each of Carpenter’s five Plates (and The Frontispiece) digitizes one of the images from the definitive 1865 book publication of Howard’s essay and lecture. These cloudscapes were derived from the watercolors that he produced during in situ cloud observations. Howard had been working in collaboration: ‘The picture is by Kenyon; the sketch was by L. H., in a fine evening, after showers’, Howard writes, in the ‘Explanation of Plates’ section (xv–xvi). Howard utilized the visual arts to capture the patent materiality of different cloud forms. He also harnessed painterly vocabulary to promote this new cloud nomenclature to experts and the public. Leveraging the generic conventions of picturesque painting enabled Howard to suggest the rigour and wider applicability of his system, which won him the approval of the international scientific community. It is an outcome suggestive of the interdependence of scientific objectivity and aesthetic classification.

As one looks at Carpenter’s Plate No. 4 (see Figure 5.7), the initial unclouded view of Howard’s skyscape is swiftly impeded by white cables that inch up from the base of the screen. The cables partly obscure the text. From the left, a golden USB fish crosses the screen, moving towards the upper right. The cables come to rest at the top of the Plate, where they morph into spectral technological cloud cover. While at the base of the screen the landscape is ‘revealed’, Howard’s cloudscape remains, flocked with cables.

[image: A digital visual featuring text on cloud formations and their attraction. Displays a fish-shaped USB beside a landscape sketch with trees and clouds, incorporating both black-and-white and colour elements.]Figure 5.7J. R. Carpenter. The Gathering Cloud, 2016. Screenshot of Plate No. 4.

It is tempting to read this aspect of Carpenter’s work as supplanting earlier technologies by the most recent developments. Her e-text, however, shows the vitality of older media. ‘That new media remediates old media seems an intuitive way to understand this cultural situation in which notions of old and new at times become indistinct’, Jussi Parikka argues.41 Oral public address, print and writing infrastructures feed ‘new’ media forms. The ghosts – or what Parikka calls the ‘living dead’ – of older technologies haunt the present piece, leaching into the twenty-first-century media landscape (2). As Carpenter makes clear, these techno-zombies also stimulate it.

Carpenter’s GIF-animated USB fish – living-dead storage device – hitches a lift with meteorological and cloud-based media across epochs (GC, Plate No. 4; see Figure 5.7). Digitized image, watercolour, printed essay, sketch, flash drive, cumulostratus etching, poem and cable technology are visible through and under one another. Carpenter does not offer a temporal hierarchy in the layering. The Gathering Cloud shows the sedimentation of technological and artistic inheritances. Comparably, its use of hendecasyllables points to the strata of ancient and modern experiments in rebarbative metrics. (Reworking Catullus’ signature form for rebuking hostile critics, Tennyson, Swinburne and Robert Frost twisted Latin hendecasyllabics into English, performing modern ripostes to ‘indolent reviewers’ and ‘metricists’).42 These calculatedly awkward English metrical disruptions ghost Carpenter’s use of hendecasyllables as counterargumentive form. The poem-essay presents a genealogy of mediated experience – of old and new, codex and digital, metrical and informational – to disrupt the linearity of modernization and progress narratives.

[image: A visual featuring a grayscale landscape of clouds with colourful bird illustrations in the foreground. Text expressing various descriptions of clouds is overlaying the scene.]Figure 5.8J. R. Carpenter. The Gathering Cloud, 2016. Screenshot of The Frontispiece.

The Frontispiece, for example, presents: ‘A sky full of peculiar specimens / of dense clouds shrouded in a gloomy distance’ (Figure 5.8). These aerial specimens are visible in the greyscale visual field behind. Carpenter’s cloudscape corresponds to the description and illustration provided by Howard’s study dated March 1849 and entitled ‘Forms assumed by clouds when gathering for a thunderstorm.’ At the same time, as is clear by hovering a cursor over the word, ‘specimens’ refers to the colourful bird images dispelling the gloom at the foreground. The Frontispiece displays nine of the bird species catalogued and held at ‘The Division / of Birds at the Smithsonian in Washington’, which ‘contains … six-hundred and forty / thousand …’ birds. The nine labelled specimens in the photograph are from a selection of species from New Zealand and Australia, acquired by the Smithsonian Institute between 1872 and 1938. In 2014, they were used in a study of novel, non-destructive Raman spectroscopy methods to examine the carotenoid pigments in plumage (its findings eliminated the future need to pluck the feathers of rare species)’.43 This work was conducted by a research team from the Smithsonian and Arizona State University and published in 2014, with the accompanying photograph of the nine birds. It is their image that we see inching towards the top of The Frontispiece as we read Carpenter’s cloud specimen poems.

When Carpenter asks: ‘How many more birds have been / captured and tagged and stored in The Cloud?’ she alludes to the power of numbering, counting, labelling, fixing and to the ethics of these actions. I am drawn back to an earlier moment in The Frontispiece: ‘The Division / of Birds.’ The line break emphasizes how this ‘Division’ has relied on dismembering creatures as part of the pursuit of knowledge, dividing bodies from themselves. Comparably, Carpenter’s attention to ‘The avian skin collection’ points to the violent lexicon of scientific and curatorial processes that reduce formerly animate beings to ‘skins’ labelled ‘captured, tagged and stored’.44 In the museum collection or the specimen-gallery of the laboratory, to ‘hold’ the birds is to own, perhaps for the purposes of experimenting or exhibiting, preserving or studying, educating or showcasing the existence of a repository of knowledge. Carpenter’s lines hint at the compromised embodied sense of creaturely ‘hold[ing]’ that may result. Through her layering up of poetic, scientific and curatorial knowledge systems, the notion of a ‘sky full of … specimens’ is suggestive of the datafication of innumerable ‘forms of dead, truncated birds’.45 We gaze on an occluded knowledge of birds as things arranged, ordered, accessed and labelled.46 This includes all those creatures ‘captured and tagged and stored in The Cloud’ in uncountable quantities:


The avian skin collection held at the

Natural History Museum in London

contains almost seven-hundred and fifty

thousand specimens of birds representing

ninety-five percent of the world’s nine-thousand

and six-hundred known species

…

How many more birds have been

captured and tagged and stored in The Cloud?

(GC, The Frontispiece)


Such work investigates the ethics of ‘capturing’ the intersecting bodies and institutions, knowledge processes, research practices and the cyberinfrastructures that enable it. Although The Frontispiece shows how easily corporeality can be exploited across a range of contexts – the lab, gallery, archive and digital cloudscape – the space of the poetic work is not portrayed as neutral.47 As Carpenter makes clear, The Gathering Cloud is also given rise to through historically extractive approaches to the manifold bodies and agencies that populate its Plates: from rare birds to common cloud specimens, spectroscopy scientists to amateur meteorologists, skin collectors to cat-enthusiasts uploading photos to social media.

Why create this magpie-like aggregation of different cloud knowledges? In part, such work asks readers to move amongst sites and agencies that would not usually be encountered together. This is why Carpenter’s e-text – in layering scientific objects, textual and visual artefacts, clouds and cables and part-details of machines and bodies – is effective in rendering graspable what might have seemed dimly related, such as the connected historicities and materialities of internet traffic. Through this visual field we see, as if engaging in poetic-archaeological excavation, what Brian Larkin calls ‘the layering of … infrastructures over time’.48 Through the colourful images of contemporary ‘banks of generators’ (GC, The Frontispiece), Carpenter lets us glimpse what media archaeologists and anthropologists have sometimes described as the ‘deep time’ of digital sedimentation.49

An approach sensitive to the deep time of cyberinfrastructure involves, of course, recognizing cloud computing’s forerunners. One needs to know that ‘Early telegraph networks were mapped over colonial geographies, and the majority of companies that laid telephone cables through the 1980s were government-owned or -affiliated monopolies … these extensive investments shaped the contours of cabled environments and provided traction for Internet infrastructure’.50 However, media archaeology also necessitates reappraisal of the unlikely and forgotten connections among machines, technologies, accidents and errors that feed ‘development.’ For Siegfried Zielinski, ‘Media are spaces of action for constructed attempts to connect what is separated.’ His work traces, for instance, the hidden links between a sixteenth-century theatre of mirrors in Naples, a seventeenth-century automaton for musical composition and an eighteenth-century electrical tele-writing machine (Zielinski). For Carpenter too, surfacing neglected moments in the historico-technological record – and revealing their surprising resonances with contemporary signal traffic – alerts readers to the happenstance, non-linear development of today’s super-connected environment. This highlights how ‘the Cloud’ does not evolve from simple tools to complex systems: it is generated through multiple fractural moments. In The Gathering Cloud, we see the uncanny life of the old in the new; the ‘living dead’ of the USB in the GIF; the specimen bird ‘animated’ in the nineteenth-century cloud.

Uncovering a layering of variations, the kinetics of The Gathering Cloud shows technical, social and aesthetic systems as intertwined. It also foregrounds how artefacts (including digital literature) are ‘imbricated in infrastructural, legal and commercial strata’ in ways that are not always apparent.51 As Carpenter observes: ‘The Cloud is an increasingly essential / element of infrastructure powering / industry, government, finance and commerce – / as fundamental to us as plumbing and roads’ (GC, The Frontispiece). However, the ‘element[s]‌’ that have become ‘fundamental’ to many people are controlled by ‘tech giants Amazon, Apple and Microsoft’ (GC, Plate 2), as well as Google and Facebook. Such lines suggest that global, institutional and social uses of ‘the Cloud’ are shaped by normative modes of capitalist resource accumulation.

In response, The Gathering Cloud spotlights fraught moments in habituated use. While the acquisition and use of everyday material objects (USBs, tablets, digital cameras, ‘the Cloud’) enables users to disavow their participation in ecologically destructive and socially violent processes, the poem-essay points to how humans and their devices are inextricably intertwined.

Carpenter’s e-text tracks the circuitous paths that digital content takes – including the environmental and social toll of its route-making – and the politics and economics of its delivery, including who has access to digital culture, and on what terms. How far does such poetry suggest the capacity to salvage new connotative potentials from circulating material? One might think of Carpenter’s project as engaged in the labour of piecing-together as part of the politics of re-constitution. The work tests out how writers and readers form surprising and uncustomary orientations through their digital activities. By creating assemblages from these data environments, the piece engages in both sabotage and salvage. The e-text layers these materials so that earlier medias shine through. In reading, I am made painfully part of the ‘different and uneven conditions that shape and characterize media infrastructures around the world as well as the labor, maintenance, and repair required to build and sustain them’.52 Might such recognitions motivate Carpenter’s audiences to make more informed choices about their media consumption? Could engaging with such poetry motivate people to push for a more distributed, resilient and equitable network?

The Gathering Cloud stimulates an environmental imagination capable of reorienting a view of cloud computing as steadily evolving, progressive technology. It disrupts linear accounts of development. It also allows readers to dig into the haphazard genesis of the internet, to connect this to ecological realities, and to reflect on their participation in one of modernity’s more mind-bogglingly complex mega-infrastructures. The collaging and layering techniques of The Gathering Cloud visualize how technologies coexist with – rather than ride over or obliterate – what came before. Its striated form also emphasises the ease with which end-users can slip between layers, disavowing their knowledge of – and contribution to – the Cloud’s material environmental, ecological, and social impacts. As such, the literary work encourages public and scholarly consideration of key issues in the use and study of cloud computing. This chapter has focused on two dominant metaphors in the discourse of cyberinfrastructural politics: its visibility (making transparent) and its layering (excavation). Both are closely linked to the disavowed, unknown and concealed dimensions of ever-accelerating signal traffic. What Carpenter’s work also offers – particularly through its appreciation of the deep time of media infrastructures – is a prompt for audiences and practitioners to reckon with the social justice agendas at stake in these eco-social systems, in all their cloudy opacity.
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