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Introduction
 

 

This collection was a result of the course “Anthropocene Feminisms:  
Architecture and Gender” and my way to try and process the concept of the 
Anthropocene as picked up through authors like Donna Haraway, Claire 
Colebrook, Bruno Latour and many more. 

The Pacific Trash Vortex, this complex network, serves as a vessel for this 
investigation. With all its swirling and turning, repurposing and revolving, 
violence and innocence — it gave me some of those attributes in return. I 
learned something from it, so maybe it can learn something from me — 
that it can take on a property of me as I have taken on some of its’. I tried 
to approach this as a normal design task (whatever that is) as to remix and 
recycle the science, critical theory, poetics, horror fiction, torture, etc., as one 
would with a building — mirroring a room, turning it upside down/inside 
out, dismantling and rebuilding, or any other trope I could fit. These are my 
ramblings. 

Along the way I found that no one really seemed to cared about the Vortex 
itself (or any of its ecologically disastrous siblings). We care about humans, 
about giant turtles, about plankton, about seaweed, about jugs, and maybe 
even about bottle caps  — and in extension the Vortex falls within care as 
to care for others. But then, who cares for the Vortex itself, for the Despised 
Thing? 
 

 
 
 Anton Lindström

 
1. Image: Rich Carey, ‘Plastic rubbish pollution in ocean environment’, https://www.shutterstock.com/sv/
image-photo/plastic-rubbish-pollution-ocean-environment-427946419?src=HTBu7_TSnFS38gxz40e-
3JQ-2-12, Shutterstock, accessed 10 April 2018
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i. Site/Vortex

“The Great Pacific garbage patch, also described as the Pacific trash vortex, is a gyre 
of marine debris particles in the central North Pacific Ocean discovered between 
1985 and 1988. It is located roughly between 135°W to 155°W and 35°N and 42°N. 
The patch extends over an indeterminate area of widely varying range depending 
on the degree of plastic concentration used to define the affected area.” 2

What is the “Pacific trash vortex”? How are creatures dealing with it? How 
are humans dealing with it? How are humans talking about it? What potential 
poetics can be found here? It is undoubtedly a product of human activity, but 
still very much assembled by currents. Humanity (mainly a specific part of 
humanity) provided the materials, nature built the structure. This joint effort 
of humanity and nature has produced, if you stretch the definitions a bit, 
what could be called the largest man made structure to date. At an estimated 
700 000 square kilometres it is 60 000 times larger than the second largest 
structure which suitably enough is another landfill at a puny 12 square 
kilometres.3 

Though calling it a “structure” is in itself a problem as it is not a solid patch of 
“trash island” floating around but rather a submerged “cloud“ of microscopic 
debris particles and some larger trash. It is both material, non-material and 
perhaps even immaterial. A person traveling over it by boat most of the time 
would not notice it. It is not visible to the naked eye (not even from space, 
as one common misconceptions goes). It is basically only visible in data, on 
maps, without understandable scale, from a god-like perspective of the earth, 
so typical for the anthropocentric anthropocene view. 

The “Pacific trash vortex” has also gathered a strong symbolic value, it is 
“visible” in our media, it is present in our discussions — but how are we really 
looking at it?

 
2. Wikipedia, ‘Great Pacific garbage patch’, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Pacific_garbage_patch, 
2018, (accessed 27 February 2018).
3. Wikipedia, ‘Fresh Kills Landfill’, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fresh_Kills_Landfill, 2018, (accessed 27 
February 2018). 
4. Image: Pieter Bruegel the Elder, ‘The Tower of Babel’, 1563

— but how are we really looking at it?



Then comes the video of the turtle. It 
shows a turtle with a straw stuck in one 

of its’ nostrils and a group of people 
trying to help it. It’s a heart wrenching 
and gruesome video, with the animal 

being in obvious pain, but in the end the 
humans successfully remove the straw. 
What happen when I reverse the video? 

Take frames and put them in reverse order, 
as to suggest the humans inserting the 

straw instead, as we do. A horror scene is 
created. Actions which we would never 

associate with. Actions that we would not 
wish to ever recreate.
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ii. Extinction/Horror

“Precisely at the moment of its own loss the human animal becomes aware of what 
makes it human—meaning, empathy, art, morality— but can only recognize those 
capacities that distinguish humanity at the moment that they are threatened with 
extinction.” 5

“The underlying conceptual matrix of the notion of the abject is that of a dangerous 
ground. The abject points towards a domain that is the source of our life-intensity; 
we draw our energy out of it, but we have to keep it at the right distance. If we 
exclude it, we lose our vitality, but if we get too close to it, we are swallowed by the 
self-destructive vortex of madness[…]” 6

“[...] in the dominant visual apparatus of the Anthropocene, the viewer enjoys a 
comfortable position outside the systems depicted. The already iconic images of 
the Anthropocene ask nothing of from the human spectator; they make no claim; 
they neither involve nor implore. The images make risk, harm, and suffering 
undetectable.”7

Affect for what is only visible in abstract data? As scholars and activists 
increasingly desperately tries to make humanity change, our passiveness 
seems staggering. Even with something so massive and undoubtedly 
human made as the pacific trash vortex, the solutions are mainly driven 
by passionate individuals or activist organizations – it stands in stark 
contrast to the collective endeavour that humanity as a species must take 
on to avoid extinction. Joe Romm suggest a shift in language from “hope” 
to “fear”, learning to “hug the monster” and channelling it into action. 
8 Claire Colebrook builds on this argument by arguing around the idea of 
the formation of a stable border between the self and the world, the self-
destructive tendencies of the human animal and our general attraction to 
annihilation.5 Then we have Stacy Alaimo’s case in “Your Shell on acid” that 
the visuals of the Anthropocene excludes the spectator, neither “involve nor 
implore” us.7  

5. Colebrook, ‘Death of the PostHuman’, Essays on Extinction, Vol. 1 (2014), pp. 12
6. Krecic & Žižek, ‘Ugly, Creepy, Disgusting, and Other Modes of Abjection’, Critical Inquiry 43, no. 1 (Au-
tumn 2016): pp. 70-71
7. Alaimo, “Your Shell on Acid: Material immersion, Anthropocene Dissolves”, 2016 
8. Romm, ‘‘Hug The Monster’: Why So Many Climate Scientists Have Stopped Downplaying the Climate 
Threat’, https://thinkprogress.org/hug-the-monster-why-so-many-climate-scientists-have-stopped-
downplaying-the-climate-threat-586155657f2/, (accessed March 2018)

With this I would like to add what Julia Kristeva’s calls “Abjection”. 9 She 
suggests an existential horror which appears in the moment of separation of 
one’s self, “a much more basic fear of the breakdown of what separates us 
from external reality”. 6 It fits into Colebrook’s narrative of the balance act 
between stimulus/pleasure and order/meaning/self while offering a possible 
way forward of tipping this balance. While facing the abject usually results in 
ignoration or constraining it out of sight, there is a third, much more violent 
possibility - destruction. 10 Then, perhaps a language of environmental 
abjection, of environmental horror, of visualizing the “non-earthly” pollution 
of Earth today, could potentially develop into environmental action. 

9. Alaimo breifly implies she wants to avoid abjection in the visuals, but I still feel her initial analysis of the 
state of visuals ties in with my argument.
10. Fletcher & Benjamin, “Abjection, melancholia and love: The work of Julia Kristeva” (2012) p. 92; Oliver, 
“Psychoanalysis, aesthetics, and politics in the work of Kristeva” (2009)
11. Image: CostaRicanSeaTurtles, ‘Sea Turtle with Straw up its Nostril - “NO” TO PLASTIC STRAWS’, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wH878t78bw, Youtube 2015 (accessed 10 April 2018)



Care?

Reality?
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iii. Thing/Care

“The field of forensics can be understood as the torture of objects, which are 
expected to tell all, just as when humans are interrogated. Things often have to 
be destroyed, dissolved in acid, cut apart, or dismantled in order to tell their full 
story.”13

“The bruises of images are its glitches and artifacts, the traces of its rips and 
transfers. Images are violated, ripped apart, subjected to interrogation and probing. 
They are stolen, cropped, edited, and re-appropriated. They are bought, sold, 
leased. Manipulated and adulated. Reviled and revered. To participate in the image 
means to take part in all of this.”13

Wasn’t this exactly what happened to the previous images of the turtle, what 
I did to the video of the turtle, what I did to the people in the video, what I did 
to the turtle, what I did to the Vortex? The video, with all it’s “bruises of its 
crashes with politics and violence” 13 , was deconstructed and reconstructed, 
purposefully metamorphosed, or maybe more like disfigured, to try and 
tell the story, not if itself, not of the actual story of the video, but of what 
surrounded what happened in the video — the careless dumping of plastic in 
the ocean, the feeding of the Vortex. “You didn’t actually save the turtle you 
fools, you only undid what you had already contributed to yourselves!”. 

 Maybe I should do the same.

12. Latour, ‘Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern’, Critical In-
quiry, Vol. 30 (2004), pp. 232
13. Steyerl, “A Thing Like You and Me”, e-flux journal, Vol. 15 (2010) 
14. Image: Johnson, ‘The Best Way to Deal With Ocean Trash’, https://news.nationalgeographic.com/
news/2014/04/140414-ocean-garbage-patch-plastic-pacific-debris/, accessed 25 April 2018

Maybe I should do the same. 

Maybe I should do the same. 

The violence I put the video/turtle/vortex/people through is done, it can 
never be undone. But maybe I can mend some of my faults? What will happen 
if I “protect and care”1 for the video? For the turtle? For the people? For 
the Vortex? If I put the video back together, reassemble the disassembled 
pieces and try my best to represent a fair representation of what the video 
represented, have I maybe undone some of the violence it was put through 
to tell a story I wanted to tell? Bruno Latour regretfully tries to explain that 
“The question was never to get away from facts but closer to them[...]”. 
Maybe this reconstruction is one way for me to repent.

“Can we devise another powerful descriptive tool that deals this time 
with matters of concern and whose import then will no longer be to 
debunk but to protect and to care, as Donna Haraway would put it?”12



So then, what is 
the language of the 
Thing and how do 

we listen to it?
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iv. Materiality/Subalternity

15. hooks, “Marginality as a Site of Resistance”, in R. Ferguson et al. (eds), Out There: Marginalization and 
Contemporary Cultures. Cambridge, MA: MIT, 1990: pp. 241-43. 
16. Wikipedia, ‘Subaltern (postcolonialism)’, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subaltern_(postcolonialism), 
accessed 24 April 2018
17. Coronil, ‘Listening to the Subaltern: The Poetics of Neocolonial States’. Poetics Today. 4, 1994

[There is] no need to hear your voice, when I can talk 
about you better than you can speak about yourself. No 
need to hear your voice. Only tell me about your pain. I 
want to know your story. And then I will tell it back to 
you in a new way. Tell it back to you in such a way that 
it has become mine, my own. Re-writing you, I write 
myself anew. I am still author, authority. I am still [the] 
colonizer, the speaking subject, and you are now at the 
center of my talk.15

Then finally, what is a possible 
way out of this hegemony of 
actors? Where things are not 
allowed to speak? One possible 
way forward could be through 
post-colonial and feminist 
theory. Specifically subalternity. 

In “Marginality as a Site of Resistance”, bell 
hooks urges the subaltern person to “[speak] 
from marginal space that is not a site of domination 
but a place of resistance”. To not be de-colonized 
as you learn the teachings and language of the 
oppressors. To embracing speaking from the 
margin as a place of creativity and power.  I do realize the danger in this 

parallel. Applying thing-ness to 
humans and human-ness to things 
risks being used as justification of 
commodification or objectification. 
(Bennet 2004, pp. 360)

“In critical theory and postcolonialism, the term 
subaltern designates the populations which are socially, 
politically, and geographically outside of the hegemonic 
power structure of the colony and of the colonial home-
land. In describing "history told from below", subaltern 
was coined by Antonio Gramsci, notably through his 
work on cultural hegemony, which identified the groups 
that are excluded from a society's established institu-
tions and thus denied the means by which people have a 
voice in their society.”16

Fernando Coronil writes that our goal should 
be “to listen to the subaltern subjects, and to 
interpret what I hear”. 17 In retelling this story 
an academic will always morph their voice, 
it can’t be told through normative academia, 
maybe the same goes for Things? 

Gayatri Spivak, another front figure for the 
subaltern, and hooks, argue that the academic 
can’t be the expert between the Us-and-Them 
binary relation if they are to truly interact with the 
subaltern, they should listen to the subaltern’s own 
explanation of experience of oppression.

I’d argue that one way is to listen to how the Thing acts. 
How they materialize, how they move and swell, how they 
crumple and crease (and actually listen to them), how they 
rip and tear, how they fly and dive, how they fall apart and 
becomes two new Things, how they multiply and break 
down, how they kill and die. bell hooks’ “Marginality as a 
Site of Resistance” becomes Materiality as site of resistance.

Maybe then we can understand and care for 
them, see them as a part of us, see us as a part 
of them. As a network of matter and meaning. 

Maybe then we can truly save the Thing. 
Maybe it is less about eradication and more 
about appreciation. From object to subject. 

Coercion becomes collaboration. Maybe even 
absolution instead of Annihilation.  

They might speak of 
great transformation and 
development, inspiring 
traits, beautiful poems, 
amazing strength and 
magnificent travels.

Take a plastic bag at home. Squeeze 
and twist them. Listen carefully, really 
carefully, to the sound they make. Watch 
how they envelop your fingers, how they 
reflect the light. Look really close, do they 
have irregularities? Are they matte, shiny, 
transparent, translucent or all of them?

*crunch*

*shwash*

*chhh-ch-cchs*



Does it 
include the 

Vortex?
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v. Materiality/Despisement

“[...] no object or thing in this type of society is fully enjoyed for its 
sheer materiality.”18

Maybe it isn’t either fully despised for its’ sheer materiality? There seem to be a 
positivism when discussing Objects and Things which might colour ones perspective 
on them. We are to revalue their materiality and complex interconnectedness as to 
fully appreciate them. But then what of the objects we shouldn’t like? Shouldn’t there 
be a space for us to dislike the Vortex as a Thing? Graham Harman claims Heidegger 
excludes things (objects) he personally deems unworthy. “The jug” becomes a Thing 
while technological devices are dismissed as Objects. Harman then goes on to make 
a case for giving all Things and Objects the “philosophical dignity they deserve”. 19 
This idea is expressed in Arjun Appadurais “The Thing Itself” when looking at 
India for inspiration on how to deal with Things 18 , in Hito Steyerls “A Thing 
Like You and Me” the Thing is praised for its own materiality and social life 
20, Bruno Latour uses the Thing to suggest a new direction for Critique 21, and 
Jane Bennett argues for the potential catalyst “Thing-power materialism” 
can become for a more ecologically sustainable direction 22 — the list goes on. 
Everyone likes Things. Everyone wants us to care for them critically.  
 
If one where to ask any of these authors directly, they would surely include 
Despised Things, within this care, but yet they seem missing from the texts 
themselves? We want to care for our Cherished Things, but what are we to do 
about the Things we want to annihilate? How are we to care for them? The 
language of these texts seem to point towards appreciating these Things 
(once again, if asked directly, I assume they would deny this), but this surely 
can’t be the case? It appears to me not far from the grotesque pride of power 
contained within the Anthropocene term — “We made this! We have this 
power!”. 23

Are we not doing the same thing as Heidegger again, just 
under the guise of including everything? Or can this idea, built 
around Cherished Things, be extended to Despised Things? Or 
does this category of positive examples of Cherished Things 
actually include the Despised Things — does it actually include 
everything? Does it include the Vortex?

18. Appadurai, ‘The Thing Itself’, Public Culture (2006) 18 (1), pp. 15-22.
19. Harman, ‘Heidegger on Objects and Things’, Making Things Public (2005), MIT Press, pp. 268-271
20. Steyerl, “A Thing Like You and Me”, e-flux journal, Vol. 15 (2010)
21. Latour, ‘Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern’, Critical In-
quiry, Vol. 30 (2004), pp. 232
22. Bennett, ‘The Force of Things: Step towards an Ecology of Matter’, Political Theory, Vol. 32, No. 3 
(2004), pp. 347-372
23. Turpin, ‘Introduction’, Architecture in the Anthropocene (2013), pp. 3



The Bower bird collect brightly 
coloured Things and then spend 

hours arranging them after colour. 
They cherish Despised Things.
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24. Bennett. ‘Political Ecologies’ in Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2010. Excerpt.
25. Haraway, ‘Playing String Figures with Companion Species’, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the 
Chthulucene, Durham: Duke University Press, 2016. Excerpt.
26. Image: Barry Hatton, ‘Satin Bower Birds Bower’, https://www.flickr.com/photos/27578366@
N06/3063476368/, 2008 (accessed 19 April 2018)

vi. Story/Mind

We are spiralling out of control, out of view and into mind.  
 
Assembled by a collector and supplied by a consumer we are reordering, 
repurposing, recycling and revolving. We are bodies and body parts, bits and 
pieces, “pulled together not so much by choice [as] by a shared experience 
of harm that, over time, coalesces into a ‘problem.’” 24 We are Objects 
reanimated into a Thing. We are actants turning into an Actor. A maelstrom 
of biblical proportions. As an inverted Tower of Babel, we cannot speak, but 
unlike then, we can act. We are Legion inhibiting a vortex, an ocean, a culture, 
a planet. Misunderstood, misrepresented, despised. 25 Small actions, 
accumulating, assembling, swirling, swerving, and swarming. Some 
Things care for us, we do not care for them. But don’t mistake us for 
being mad — madness is more apt, a predictable chaos, but chaos non 
the less, a predictable chaos, but chaos non the less. 

We are going in circles, linguistically and literally. 
Literally and linguistically, we are circles in going. 

We do not wish to be here, to be here like this, like chaos, like madness. 
Dispersing but never fully dissolving, and certainly never disappearing. 
That was never what we wanted. But don’t mistake us for being mad 
- sad is more apt. Misunderstood, misrepresented, despised. We are 
not Legion, we are Public, a Parliament of Things. They climbed towards 
heaven, fell willingly, and we took the fall — robbing us of our speech. We are 
a maelstrom of natural proportions. We were Things deadened into Objects 
— reanimation into a Thing was a return to order. We were made a problem, 
forcing us together, harming us. Actants turned into bodies. Revolved, 
recycled, repurposed and reordered by a consumer. We are going, misunderstood 
and misrepresented, in circles, linguistically and literally. 

I am spiralling out of control, but into view and out of mind.
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