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Abstract
This dissertation undertakes a quest for a poetics of responsibility in the age of the Anthropocene. I
aim to extend the concept of a poetics of responsibility beyond the literary discussion, within which
the term was originally coined by ecocritical theorist Greg Garrad. My thesis achieves this through
tracing sound and radio waves from outer space, to the inside of the human body, and along crossspecies boundaries to the deepest depths of the ocean. Reference is made to the theoretical work of
Michel de Certeau and media arts practice under the wider label of tactical media. I argue that
critical reflections of political media arts practice occurring at the nexus of politics and technology
can make an important contribution to the quest for a poetics of responsibility. This argument draws
on works that incorporate sonic and radio related practices from the early 20th century radio
amateur movement as well as the work of contemporary media arts practitioners including Natalie
Jeremijenko, Marko Peljhan and my own. My argument is epistemologically informed by
philosopher Jacques Rancière’s theories concerning the political dimension inherent in the aesthetic
and vice versa. It also references the work of media theorist Geert Lovink, a key figure in
establishing the concept of tactical media. In order to understand the merger of creative practice
and theory in tactical media, I employ the notion of fluid thinking in waves -- depicting art making
as the tactical pondering over aesthetic experience, technological possibilities and political context.
Drawing on my own artistic exploration in a series of works titled unrelated relatedness, I suggest
that the combination of technological and sensory perceptions in media arts practice can extend and
refine the human sense of situated awareness and shift how we as humans understand our position
on this planet.
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0. Introduction
The chief role of creative intellect is to hold society together. - Nicholas Humphrey (1976, p. 308)

Prior to undertaking my PhD research, the focus of my art practice as radio maker and media artist
revolved around issues concerning the role of communication at the nexus of media, politics and
subjectivity. This focus evolved with the PhD research – both practical and theoretical – as I discuss
in this thesis. This shift in perspective resulted from and in turn shaped the research in the context
of my growing concern with ecological issues, thinking and artistic practices. The initial point of
departure for my artistic inquiry has been my desire to explore the relationship between inner and
outer worlds. Also central to this is the role that media play in this relationship, and the interplay
between how we communicate and how this structures the way we relate to the environment around
us. During the research process and with an expanded understanding of ‘environment’, I came to
understand these relationships through the poetic notion of unrelated relatedness. This notion
conveys for me the sense of a mental confusion, a grappling on an individual level with an
understanding of ecological interconnectedness, while at the same time acknowledging that, as a
species, we keep pushing beyond the limits of planetary boundaries. It was this poetic notion that
would hold together the series of art works in this thesis – works which helped to guide the
theoretical research. As a result, my PhD, which looks at communication from an ecological
perspective, moved on from my earlier works investigating modes of communication within a more
urban context. I became focused on phenomena such as the interrelatedness of ecosystems, which I
explore as a shared space between humans and non-humans beyond the local.
The poetic notion of unrelated relatedness became, then, the leitmotif for structuring the writing of
this thesis and the title of a series of three works that form the artistic output of my practice-based
1

research: My City is a Hungry Ghost, Nature in the Dark and planet ocean are discussed in Chapter
3. It was, though, actually only after completing the Nature in the Dark project that followed the My
City is a Hungry Ghost installation that this understanding crystallised -- as is often the case with
practice based research.
Initially Nature in the Dark posed a structural challenge for my thesis. When I begun the research
for my PhD, my intention was to investigate sonic media art forms with a particular focus on radio
and urban media practices. Now I found myself drawn to an art project that was primarily a visually
driven project that did not involve any kind of radio. Facing this formal dilemma forced me to
reconsider the context and to re-formulate my research question in order to facilitate the crossconnections between these different threads, beyond the formal criteria. With Nature in the Dark it
became apparent to me that the conceptual framework of my communication oriented research was
indeed an ecological one. This also meant that I had to work out a way to accommodate both the
theoretical and artistic aspects of the research in an equal, but more importantly, a truly synergetic
way. From this re-evaluation two aspects emerged from the underlying currents of my research: The
first was that the notion of a poetics of responsibility became the key focus for my theoretical
inquiry into contemporary media arts practice and I needed to look at responsibility in
communicational as well as spatial terms. I became particularly interested in the role that the
acoustic side of responsibility plays here. The second aspect, which informed the first one, was that
the art works provide the “practical base” of my research and that the theoretical side needed to
accommodate the developments within the art making that form its practical base.
As my research progressed, I realised that for the poetic notion of unrelated relatedness to become
the driver of the artistic side of my enquiry, it had to be reflected in the theoretical research. It was
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this that prompted me to consider Greg Garrad's notion of a poetics of responsibility. In his
discussion of the current state of affairs in ecocriticism, Garrad draws a distinction with regard to
our contemporary living world (“lebenswelt”) and its associated poetics:
The poetics of authenticity assumes, against the evidence of ecology, that there is a
fixed eternal standard we ought to try and meet. The poetics of responsibility recognises
that every inflection of Earth is our inflection, every standard our standard, and we
should not disguise political decisions about the kind of world we want in either the
discredited objectivity of natural order or the subjective mystification of spiritual
intuition. (Garrad 2004, p. 179, emphasis mine)

With the unrelated relatedness series I centred the exploration and discussion of my artworks on the
connection between technology-aided sensitivity and political and ecological responsibility in the
Anthropocene1. In my media art practice I emphasise sound because of its spatial and conceptual
implications and I have come to consider these as qualities that can contribute to a poetics of
responsibility as elaborated in this thesis. Projects like Nature in the Dark, as I aim to demonstrate,
resemble a media arts practice that draws its surrounding as dynamic, evolving, and something to
engage with and in which to intervene. On the other hand it also questions the anthropocentric
purposefulness of technology and the orientational focus of its application.
The wider discussion about the concept of the Anthropocene has not yet completely settled but its
aim is to describe the scale of the impact that human activities have reached in geological terms.2

1

The atmospheric chemist and Nobel Prize-winner, Paul Crutzen (Crutzen & Stoermer 2000), proposed the
Anthropocene as the name for a new geological epoch to replace the Holocene. The Holocene began 11,700 years
ago; it embraces all of humankind’s recorded history, from our origins as hunter-gatherers to agriculturists to the
world that we live in today.
2
Acknowledging the role the term already plays in different scientific communities, the Sub-commission on Quaternary
Stratigraphy at 34th International Geological Congress postponed the decision to officially declare the Anthropocene
as the geological epoch succeeding the Holocene. At this meeting in Brisbane in 2012, it was noted that more
research has to be done to find a consensus within the geological community, which would take at least four more
years.
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What this means is that geologists are looking for markers in the sediments of earth layers that
allow them to identify certain time epochs. The concept of the Anthropocene proposes that for
future geologists these markers in the Earth’s sediments that will allow them to identify our current
epoch will either originate directly from or at least be widely influenced by human activities. The
high distribution of plastics across the planet, for instance, could function as such a speculative
marker. Beyond this, the concept of the Anthropocene implies that the activities of mankind have
become such an omnipresent environmental force that they manifest geologically. Until recently,
this was predominantly reserved to climatic conditions alone. The concept of the Anthropocene
plays into and more or less covers the terrain of other concepts that are still being fought over like
man-made climate change and related phenomena like, for instance, global warming -- as they all
aim to depict the human influence on climate conditions of our current time. Given that, according
to the vast majority of climate scientists, the world is on the brink of a climate collapse adds to the
urgency of this debate. In response to this awareness, there has been an immense interest in
ecological questions across many disciplines including economics, politics, philosophy, cultural
studies and the arts.
In order to support my claim of their contribution to the wider quest for a poetics of responsibility
in the age of the Anthropocene; I introduce here the concept of media arts practice as an
extremophile aesthetic. This precedes a discussion of examples of tactical media inspired art
practice. My concept of an extremophile aesthetics aims to position media arts practice in the wider
debate about the Anthropocene. Following Stefan Helmreich's concept of transduced sensing and
Sophia Roosth's concept of fluid listening, the concept of an extremophile aesthetic in media arts is
meant to theoretically connect the unrelated relatedness theme of my own arts practice with the
wider quest for poetics of responsibility. The question that I pursue in my art practice is what kind
4

of situated awareness arises here. Roosth’s research suggests that by studying the sounds of yeast
cells we begin to understand cells as “dynamic, environmentally situated, and experiential”. These
cells resonate in musical terms in the range from the C sharp just above middle C to the following D
and this resonance is inaudible to the human ear. Given that our human bodies are built of similar
cells, the question arises: how can we understand ourselves in our bodies as “dynamic,
environmentally situated, and experiential” (Roosth 2007)? And if we can, then how can such
insights into these acoustic milieus provide enough fluidity to fuel our thinking towards our own
embeddedness in our environments, and in the longer run to produce lived instances of a poetics of
responsibility?
When listening to cells stresses their biological interchange with their milieu, it becomes apparent
that the split of inner and outer human perception is a psychological mechanism. Psychologist
Margaret S. Mahler observed a disparity between the timing of biological and psychological birth in
humans. In contrast to the relative speed of physical birth, psychological birth is a slowly unfolding
intrapsychic process of separation and individuation from one's environment (Mahler 1980).
Although this is often considered to be a lifelong process, the initiation of this psychological
realisation, usually happens during two acute periods between the 4th and 5th and 30th and 36th
months following birth. It is then that the infant learns to emotionally separate from his or her
surroundings, in this case from the biological mother. From then on it becomes an ordinary
experience for a “normal” adult to comfortably oscillate between the poles of total absorption in the
outside world or complete separation from it. Alternatively we may simultaneously experience both
of these experiences.
Relating this experience to the context of the wider debate about the Anthropocene forms the
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starting point for the artistic and theoretical research presented in this thesis. This is encapsulated in
the poetic notion of unrelated relatedness in that it describes a rather ambiguous psychological
state. Through my research into sonic arts and the experience of listening, I want to tackle an
important question: does media arts practice have the potential to generate instances of lived
experiences of a poetics of responsibility in aesthetic and ethical terms?
Some have argued that ecological problems are primarily scientific and that they fall under the
disciplinary domain of ecology. John Passmore, in his book Man’s Responsibility for Nature
(1974), was already aware of the potentially delicate issue around disciplinary competence and
agency. This led him to draw an important distinction. For Passmore, there are “problems in
ecology” that need to be resolved by ecologists in a scientific manner. In addition, there are
“ecological problems” that manifest as “features of our society, arising out of our dealings with
nature, from which we should like to free ourselves, and which we do not regard as inevitable
consequences of what is good in that society” (Passmore 1974, p. 44 cited in Garrad 2004, p. 5).
Given the urgency of these questions, I want to make the argument in this thesis that they should be
explored from a broad transdisciplinary perspective in order to contribute to a diverse and nuanced
understanding of the issues and challenges ahead. Therefore I propose to extend Garrad's literary
focus towards a poetics of responsibility from a contemporary media arts perspective. This will
ultimately contribute to the wider field of what could be described as an aesthetics of responsibility.
In order to discuss and think through a possible aesthetic of responsibility, in the context of the
wider ecocritical discussion, I will refer to the concept of what the philosopher Bruno Latour calls
post-global aesthetics. This will be explored in conjunction with what the cultural theorist Timothy
Morton depicts as dark ecology.

6

As a creative practitioner and researcher, I will approach the environmental discussion, opened by
Garrad, from the perspective of my own contemporary media arts practice, with its particular focus
on sound. This focus recognises that the global environmental discussion relies on metaphors that
are predominately invested in the visual domain and that this limits our thinking. Having chosen
sound as a conceptual interface for this new eco-aesthetic arena, I will elaborate on how this
sensorial position differs from the vision-centric by adding more sensual diversity to the discussion.
I also draw attention to the quality of situated awareness that arises with this shift. The discussion
that I present in this thesis highlights a feature of sonic media arts practice that can be described as
“extremophile” as I have already mentioned. With this I want to emphasise the ability of certain
sound technologies to probe into different kinds of spatial scenarios. The potential range for this is
from extreme environments like outer space or the ocean to the deepest level of the human body, as
well as to the very core of our own perceptional sensorium or beyond inter-species boundaries. In
my view the creative explorations of such media technologies can lead to experiencing these spaces
as a shared territory – something I label in my art practice as “sharing space sonically”. This is
discussed in Chapter 3. Positioning the discussion around ecocriticism as an entry point to the wider
environmental debate in humanities, my research will use examples of contemporary sonic media
arts to investigate how a poetics of responsibility can manifest. The question of aesthetics and in
particular the political implication of aesthetics in media arts practice will be explored in Chapter 2.
It is the tactical appropriation of media technologies at one’s disposal which is symptomatic for
tactical media and which informs my own approach to media arts as well. I consider that this
experimental and DIY approach to media production, which is sensitive to the “extremophile”
aesthetic as well as to its political context, makes an important contribution to the ecocritical
discussion from a contemporary media arts perspective.

7

My angle of approach is twofold. The first proposition I want to make is that a contemporary media
arts perspective makes a vital contribution, when addressing the issue of mediation and simulation
in the ecocritical discussion. This is because media arts practice is traditionally situated at the nexus
of politics and technology. The second related proposition is that the heated public debates about
the Anthropocene and associated ecological problems, such as global warming and man-made
climate change, underline the political dimension of the aesthetic. This assumes one adheres to the
definition of aesthetics as being the ability to perceive, combined with an attitude of being
concerned with, what is happening ontologically. Traditionally aesthetics have been associated with
the arts and a notion of beauty and/or the sublime, while more contemporary approaches in the arts
have contested such notions.3 In my discussion I am interested in aesthetics as a mode of making
visible what is usually invisible within a society. It is the political dimension inherent in the
aesthetic and vice versa, as theorised by philosophers like Jacques Rancière (2004), that leads me to
conclude that a politically aware contemporary media arts practice can indeed make a contribution
to the discussion that Garrad is outlining.
I recognise that the transdisciplinary vastness of the subject of ecological problems can create a
challenge, particularly to the usual interdisciplinary protocols. It requires more than the typical
interdisciplinary execution of tasks according to each professional discipline. It also requires
additional transdisciplinary encounters along the way. Artists, with their creative working methods,
are often associated with a potential to create such “creative intersections” (IFACCA 2011) between

3
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See, for example, the discussion around the book edited by art theorist Hal Foster (1983): The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays
on Postmodern Culture. In this discussion the aesthetic serves as a near-synonym for Modernism itself. By doing so,
it problematises Modernism's commitment to value. For an overview of the current development of the aesthetic/antiaesthetic discussion in the arts since Foster's book, see: Elkins, James & Montgomery, Harper (eds.) (2013) Beyond
the Aesthetic and the Anti-Aesthetic.

different disciplines or stakeholders along the way. In 2011, for instance, I attended the Fifth World
Summit on Arts & Culture in Melbourne,4 organised by The Australia Council for the Arts, and
The International Federation of Arts Councils and Culture Agencies (IFACCA). It was titled:
“Creative Intersections: Partnerships between the arts, culture and other sectors”. This summit
invited artists and policy makers to meet, discuss and reflect on the cross-sectorial dimension of
contemporary cultural work and:
[T]o look at the ways that artists are working in diverse settings (from communities
through to the commercial sector) and the nature of partnerships ('intersections') that
exist between the arts and other sectors. (International Federation of Arts Councils and
Culture Agencies (IFACCA) 2011, p. 1).

I see this interest in “creative intersections” between different disciplines and stakeholders in
connection with the nature of current challenges to society such as globalisation, global warming or
AIDS, which defy departmentalisation. The organisers of the Creative Intersections summit
understood this as a particular quality of artistic practice and creative research methodologies. Such
methodologies enable the initiation, if not the facilitation, of a space for this to happen and to
nurture this quality, with the potential for the activities and outcomes generated to go beyond the
disciplinary boundaries of art making.
Within this transdisciplinary context, this thesis is guided by the theoretical and artistic synergies of
my own research. I argue that contemporary media arts practice and accompanying creative
research in academia can contribute to more than the facilitation of “creative intersections” between
different disciplines that encourages people to think outside the box. Beyond the invention of

4
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The website of the 5th World Summit of Arts and Culture is found here: <http://2011.artsummit.org/>, last accessed
18 Feb 2014.

innovative project work, the more important aspect of an artistic and creative research contribution,
as presented in this thesis, is to address what Rancière calls the “distribution of the sensible”
(Rancière 2004). In his view this describes the political dimension inherent in the aesthetic and vice
versa.
At the same time, I discuss parallel trends in the ecocritical debate and in contemporary media arts
that question and experiment with the politics of human subjectivity in the age of the Anthropocene.
Similar trends are also reflected in related academic discussions of, for instance, the parliament of
things, new materialism, posthumanism, speculative realism or the growing popularity of animalhuman studies. These discussions and trends provide a wider context to position the research
presented in this thesis.
0.1. RESEARCH PROBLEM
In the new eco-aesthetic arena of what philosopher Bruno Latour calls the “new sensitivities”
(Latour 2013) of the Anthropocene, I am aiming to bring the current political media art discourse,
which I observed in the discussion of tactical media (TM), into conversation with ecological
thinking in humanities. The reason for this is that the dislocating and virtual nature of new media
and their related art forms could be seen on a more local level as contributing to a bigger problem:
the human disconnect from the environment. The latter has been widely identified as a partial driver
of the current ecological problems. At the beginning of the 21st Century, the ecological crises form
global risks (Beck 1992), which force the global human population to re-imagine the planet as an
interconnected whole. As I will show in Chapter 1, scholars tend to resort to metaphors borrowed
from media technology in attempts to fully grasp the global dimension of ecology and the related
phenomena of the Anthropocene. I am interested in aesthetic concepts of situated awareness that a
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political media arts practice like TM and current ecocritical literature theory bring forward, and
particularly in how such concepts influence each other. In addition, I am interested in questioning
how a media arts practice like TM, (itself rooted in this technological framework) can contribute to
a critical reflection on the role and usage of technology. I am also interested in its impacts on
society and the environment and how this shapes our sense of situated awareness in a wider
ecological setting. Does media arts practice as the tactical employment of the “new sensitivities”
(Latour 2013) have the potential to generate instances of lived experiences of a poetics of
responsibility in aesthetic and ethical terms?
I chose TM in the context of contemporary political art practice because it represents an approach
that is conscious of the political dimension of both media aesthetics and communication
technology. I restrict my discussion of tactical media arts practices to the area of sonic and radio
related art forms, which also informs my own media arts practice. I do so as I recognise limitations
in the use of metaphors in global environmental discussion that has been predominately invested in
the visual domain.
0.2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
As an artist-researcher I have based my argument on a three-phase methodology. Firstly I have
engaged with the theoretical writing from selected theorists. Secondly I have turned to a discussion
of particular art works, including from my own practice, and thirdly I have referred to the
experimental space created through the conversation between these two elements on a mutual level.
The point of departure for my artistic output in the context of my PhD was the intention to examine
sound as a conceptual interface for a new eco-aesthetic arena and its possible contributions to the
wider quest for a poetics of responsibility in the age of the Anthropocene. Fostered by the feedback
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that I have received on my artistic experimentation in my unrelated relatedness series works, I
argue that this split of inner and outer perception also relates to the issue of the ecological human
alienation which is at the heart of the concept of a poetics of responsibility. It is also symptomatic
of the process of working with electronic and digital media.
I understand that the role of creative practice as research is to confront the analytical part of the
research with a milieu that provides a dynamic, experientially and situated engagement, with the
research question that I am addressing in this dissertation. Here, the process of art making serves as
a catalyst for prompting problems, new associations or correlations between aspects of the research.
This results from the confrontation between the process of artistic production and the situated
awareness that comes with it. To engage with aspects of the experiential and material situatedness
of the research not only complements but also helps to refine the orientation of the analytical work
of my PhD thesis.
The experience as a student led me to the conclusion that a close to ideal situation is achieved when
the space defined by the PhD project itself enables both the analytical and artistic mode to take the
lead at different times: both dynamically shape the research. In my opinion this flexibility as an
essential part of creative research allows the different modes of enquiry to mutually influence the
scope of the research, instead of being compartmentalised and then assembled in a consecutive
manner.
By engaging with my own production of media arts, my enquiry shifted to question how the split
between inner and outer perceptive structures how we relate to our surroundings. I have come to
understand that this split is actually deeply connected to the discussion revolving around a poetics
of responsibility and the at times disjunctive relationship between humans and their environment.
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One reason for this can be seen in the tendency towards what artist and philosopher Paul Carter
characterises as “dry thinking” (Carter 2008). He refers here to the human ability to produce
imaginary inner worlds based on the medium of language, for instance, that by self-referencing
tends to decouple itself from its actual material situatedness.
My own artistic enquiry started by looking into the modes of situated awareness in media arts
practice and the notion of shared space. It developed in two parts. The first part involved
experimenting with mixed media formats presenting auditory or audio/visual scenarios that help to
locate the split between inner and outer perception in situated everyday communication. The second
part focussed on how media arts practice responds to the notion of shared space, something that I
call sharing space sonically. My concern here is centred on spatial imaginations that a sonic
emphasis invokes. I am interested in how this is reflected in the resulting sound and video works
and/or architectural settings, in short, their situated awareness. As indicated earlier, the narrative
thread to my argument takes up the image of following the long distance travel of sound and radio
waves. They extend from the extreme environment of outer space to the underwater depths of the
oceans and along cross species boundaries – while departing from and returning to the sound of the
what media theorist Friedrich Kittler calls the “psychedelic space inside the head” (Kittler 1999, p.
103). Following this narrative strategy, I must stress that, although I focus on sound as the leitmotif
for my investigation, the examples that I will discuss blur the disciplinary boundaries between
artistic practice in the area of sound, video, sculpture and architecture. This echoes Tim Ingold's
assertion that human sensory perception is an intersensory affair, which cannot easily be separated
into its component elements (Ingold 2011).
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0.3. CHAPTER SUMMARY
In the first Chapter Processing the Poetics of the Anthropocene I introduce the ecocritical
discussion as a departure point for my own research into the wider environmental discussion in
humanities. I have chosen this discussion, as it recognises one of the most pressing challenges in the
current time of ecological crisis, which the eco-philosopher Freya Mathews has called “the renegotiation of our relationship with reality” (Mathews 2010, p. 8).
At the same time Greg Garrad recognises a “failed promise of authenticity” (Garrad 2004, p. 172)
in the majority of the ecocritical writing of the beginning of the 21st Century. Here Garrad
problematises how we meaningfully relate to our surroundings beyond the local and beyond
something that is not directly accessible to us via our senses and how this is then dealt with in
literature. Following Garrad's observation of the “failed promise of authenticity” (Garrad 2004, p.
172) in the popular environmental, as well as ecocritical, discussion I take up his call for a
conceptual shift from a poetics of authenticity to a poetics of responsibility. I further elaborate on
Garrad's poetics of responsibility by correlating it with theories by other ecocritical writers
including Ursula Heise, George Monbiot and Timothy Morton. Here I focus on Morton's theory of
dark ecology, Heise's concept of eco-cosmopolitan environmentalism and George Monbiot's
concept of rewilding. Combined these elaborations become the testing ground to examine whether
contemporary media arts practice can contribute to the quest for such a poetics. I do so, by
introducing to Bruno Latour's post-global aesthetics (Latour 2013). This notion is of particularly
significance to the development of my argument, because it criticises the mere visual representation
of the globe as sphere. In addition I discuss environmental and spatial aesthetics of listening in
current contemporary art and media theory. Here I will contrast the theoretical work of art historian
Grant Kester, who stresses the creative role of listening in his concept of dialogical aesthetics, with
14

the writings of media theorist John Durheim Peters. Peters sees the 20th Century as marked by a
distortion of dialogue through contemporary media that connect us across time and space, and with
the dead, animals and aliens. In order to knit together the different theoretical elaborations I focus
on how they deal with the notion ambiguity. It becomes the red thread running through this chapter.
In the second chapter Fluid Thinking in Waves – Art, Politics and Tactical Media I deal with the
media arts practice known as tactical media (TM). I am foremost interested in TM in the wider
quest for a poetics of responsibility, because it creatively works with new media as well as
addressing media work politically. I consider the perspective of such a political media arts practice
as crucial in the era of the Anthropocene and in view of our ongoing dependency on computer
models and media simulation in this matter. My discussion of TM will concentrate on the writing of
the media theorist Geert Lovink, who identifies in TM a certain form of aesthetic, an aesthetics that
“goes beyond questions of taste” (Lovink 2008, p. 188). I will unpack the wider implications of
Lovink's aesthetics in this chapter.
By positioning TM in the wider contemporary arts context, I further elaborate on the notion of
tacticality and what can be learned from a TM perspective, for the discussion of creative research
and an arts practice within the context of academia. Throughout Chapter 2, I develop my argument
to affirm this connection between tacticality as a modus operandi and as the productive
employment of moments of ambiguity. In addition I argue that, within the context of a political
media arts practice, such moments of ambiguity relate to De Certeau's notion of the tacticality of
the everyday. They can also become a political weapon in a contemporary art context following the
claim of artist Liam Gillick. Finally, I weave together these different threads of tactical modus
operandi, incorporating political media arts practice like TM and its productive employment of
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moments of ambiguity, through the figure of fluid thinking in waves. This figure is meant to
highlight both the creative and subversive misuse of a given technology that consequently follows
through on the full potential inherent in the technology. It aims to depict a media arts practice (and
creative research in academia) that by doing so combines reflexivity with a tactical and pragmatic
approach in order to go beyond the rigid dichotomies of binary thinking.
In the third Chapter Sharing Space Sonically in an Extremophile Age I discuss selected examples of
media practices and work by tactical media artists, including my own unrelated related series. This
discussion includes the audio/video installation My City is a Hungry Ghost, the video project
Nature in the Dark, and the sound installation planet ocean. I am interested here in media arts
practices that combine technology and sensory perception, in order to extend, refine or simply shift
human sensory perception. I analyse these examples according to the sense of situated awareness
that they create. By doing this, I aim to support my argument for the vital contribution that a
situated awareness offers to the discussion of a poetics of responsibility from a media arts
perspective. Such awareness is created through the artistic and tactical employment of the “new
sensitivities” (Latour 2013). In Chapter 3 I also explore media arts practice that draws its
surrounding as a dynamic and evolving environment, which is something in which to actively
engage with and intervene. Here, both artistic practice and creative research help to locate the
situated awareness of these “new sensitivities”, in a context that is experiential and publicly
accessible, while simultaneously renegotiating the defining boundaries of such a context. The wider
quest for a poetics of responsibility, as with the tactical employment of “new sensitivities,”
becomes a political act. This forms Rancièrian tactical “communities of sense”, with the potential
to transform into a tool for a politics that does not yet exist.
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Chapter 3 traverses the vast distance of sound and radio waves from the extreme environment of
outer space to the depths of the oceans and cross species boundaries. It does this through discussing
sonic and radio related media practices, beginning with the early 20th Century radio amateur
movement, interspecies communication research and the work of tactical media artists including
Natalie Jeremijenko and Marko Peljhan. Given that sound represents only a small biologically
mediated fraction of all physical vibrations of the “vibrating world” (Sterne 2003, p. 11), the role of
media technology has been instrumental in exploring and gaining direct experience of the range of
inaccessible places previously described. It is the psychedelic space inside the head and our own
oscillation between the “the inner and outer worlds that we inhabit” (Brüggemeier 2013) that can be
considered as extremophile.
0.4 CONCLUSIONS
My thesis aims to demonstrate how that political media arts practices like TM offer an important
contribution for the investigation into a poetics of responsibility in the time of the Anthropocene.
Firstly, it contends that media arts practices like TM present a mode of spatial exploration that
creates a sense of situated awareness that draws its surrounding as a dynamic and evolving
environment, which can support our understandings of the human embeddedness in a wider
ecological system. Secondly, following Garrad's assertion that we have to see the Earth as a process
rather than an object, it argues that becoming responsible also means acknowledging “contingency
and indeterminacy at a fundamental level” (Garrad 2004, p. 178). In both cases I am convinced that
art practice can generate instances of lived experiences that resonate with the wider quest for a
poetics of responsibility. The specific contribution of a TM inspired media art practice lies in its
tactical pondering between sensory experience and its political context.
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In summary, my investigation examines ways that the tacticality that is inherent in the TM approach
can enable a productive employment of these moments of ambiguity, as described by Garrad, in our
oscillating between familiar and unfamiliar and separate and interrelated states of being. Through
my research, I came to depict the examples of this media arts practice as fluid thinking in waves.
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1. Processing the Poetics of the Anthropocene
I have seen the future - and it's not visual. - Johan Sjerpstra (in: Lovink & Rossiter 2011 p.1)

The historian Lorraine Daston argues that, with the advent of the Anthropocene, the distinctions
between the limits of human, technological and geological time have collapsed (cited in Eshun
2013, p. 162). A great number of scientists associate the reality of living in the Anthropocene with a
new eco-aesthetic arena.
It is against the background of the collapse of these different time horizons, or rather their melting
into each other in the Anthropocene, that Gerg Garrad’s shift from a poetics of authenticity to a
poetics of responsibility offers valuable insight into the current environmental discussion in the
humanities. Garrad posits that the concept of authenticity, as an ethical and aesthetic category with
place-based ideals, has proven unsuitable to address the following two crucial questions at the
beginning of the 21st century. How do we as humans understand our own position on this planet?
How do we relate to a rapidly changing environment?
In his fourth Gifford Lecture, The Anthropocene and the Destruction of the Image of the Globe
(2013), Bruno Latour discusses the “new sensitivities” of the Anthropocene and the scientific means
we depend on to render us “sensitive”. In referring to the heated public debate about climate
change, he stresses that this does not preclude science from potentially being the primary authority
in this discussion. However, Latour does claim in his lecture that these “new sensitivities” of living
in the Anthropocene relate to “a capacity to render oneself sensitive” that “precedes any distinction
between the instruments of science, of art and of politics” (Latour 2013).
Through a focus on sonic media and media arts practice, it is my aim in this chapter to expand the
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discussion of a poetics of responsibility to the wider field of artistic inquiry. I will show how this
approach to an aesthetic of responsibility recognises the need to respond to, and experiment with
new emerging forms of subjectivity in the everyday. In my view these new emerging forms of
subjectivity indicate something that goes beyond the exclusively human: it is what media artist
Natalie Jeremijenko describes as “post-social” (Jeremijenko & Bratton 2008, p. 46). Here debates in
ecocriticism and contemporary media arts correlate in a very timely manner through experimenting
with what human subjectivity means in the age of the Anthropocene.
In order to develop this analysis, I have divided this chapter into three parts. The first part, which
introduces to the wider environmental debate in the humanities, is structured in five sections. In the
first section I take the discussion around ecocriticism as my point of departure. In the four following
sections, I distinguish between the two different poetic modes as addressed by Garrad and I identify
transitional moments between them. Working with two recent ecocritical critiques provided by
Timothy Morton and Ursula Heise, I concentrate on Morton's The Ecological Thought (2010) and
Heise's Sense of Place and Sense of Planet: The Environmental Imagination of the Global (2008). I
consider these works to be important and original, as they address stereotypical notions of nature
and place -- notions that continue to dominate many accounts of the ecocritical as well as the
popular environmental discussion today. I argue that these notions can be seen as key examples of a
poetics of authenticity. I deal with these two notions and their implications in the sections: Mesh vs.
Nature and How wild is wilderness? This also includes a discussion of George Monbiot's call for
rewilding. Morton's concept of the strange stranger and Heise's eco-cosmopolitan
environmentalism are also analysed. I balance this through use of Bruno Latour's critique of the
spherical image of the global, in order to approach this discussion from my core perspective of
sonic situated awareness.
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The second part of this chapter considers the new eco-aesthetic arena of the Anthropocene from a
contemporary media arts perspective, providing the practice-based context for the theories
discussed earlier. This discussion includes a reflection on the role of technology and art in society.
In the third and final part of this chapter my aim is to synthesise the issues raised by the previous
two parts into what I understand as the aesthetic implications of a poetics of responsibility in the era
of the Anthropocene.
PART 1: ECOCRITICISM: REMEMBERING THE EARTH AND RENEGOTIATING REALITY
Ecocriticism emerged in the early 1990s as a field of critical literary study.5 As Heise summarises,
it came with “its triple allegiance to the scientific study of nature, the scholarly analysis of cultural
representations, and the political struggle for more sustainable ways of inhabiting the natural world”
(Heise 2006, p. 506). The arrival of ecocriticism within literature studies was somewhat delayed.
This is strange given that environmentalism had already become a vast field of converging and
conflicting projects that had given rise to two other sub-disciplines in humanities: environmental
philosophy and environmental history. In entering humanities, ecocriticism challenged the way in
which the humanities were preoccupied with race, gender and nation, while failing to attend to the
larger context of the planet as an environment upon which all humans depend. It also critiqued the
overly dominating discourse of language and deconstruction within the humanities.
Operating across literary studies, the wider ecocritical debate also includes philosophical voices
such as that of Kate Soper. In a similar spirit in What is Nature? Soper argues: “It is not language
that has a hole in its ozone layer” (Soper 1998, p. 151). Acknowledging the point she is making,

5

Earlier works, such as Joseph Meeker’s The Comedy of Survival (1972) and even Raymond Williams’ The Country
and the City (1973) are to be understood as precursors.

21

Garrad points out that Soper's hole and layer are themselves cultural and scientific constructions
that are strictly metaphorical (Garrad 2004, p. 151). For him it is important that the ecocritical
debate emphasises an external reality beyond linguistic discourse. Furthermore, in following
Passmore's definition (cited in the introduction), Garrad refers to the political dimension of
ecological problems as features of society. The connection between these two aspects is inherent
within the question of how we as a society come to terms with “ecological problems”. These
problems constitute features of both an external reality as well as of our struggle, as a society, to
gain an understanding of what is happening around us. Eco-philosopher Freya Mathews stresses
that in the time of the current environmental crises “the science of ecology, … has defined the first
phase of the re-negotiation of our relationship with reality”. This must be followed by a second
phase “of what can no longer be termed merely an environment movement, but must be revisioned
as a revolution in the very context of meaning for human cultures” (Mathews 2010, p. 8).6
In this light the ecocritical discussion of the work of the Worldwatch Institute proved to be a
productive testing ground for Garrad's arguments (Garrad 2012, p. 186). This discussion also
provides a starting point for me to situate my argument for the contribution that a media arts
practice perspective can add to the ecocritical discussion. The science driven work of the
Worldwatch Institute largely relies on monitoring ecological developments on a global scale from a
vast array of sources, including satellite feeds, to generate environment related computer models
and alternative future scenarios. The political scientist Timothy Lukes considers that Worldwatch's
quest for sustainable modernisation reduces nature to an unruly collection of elements that require
institutionalisation. Earth is “no longer a wild, mysterious place”, but rather “an ensemble of

6

See also: Mathews, Freya (2005).
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ecological systems, requiring human managerial oversight, administrative intervention, and
organisational containment” (Lukes 1997, p. 90). In addition, Lukes notes that the Worldwatch
Institute fails to offer a critique of global capitalism as such, and therefore fails to acknowledge the
impact of a “basic logic of commodification and exchange that causes ecological destruction”
(Lukes 1997, p. 91).7 Summarising this discussion in Ecocriticism, Garrad agrees that it is crucial
to consider the systemic critique as articulated by Lukes, but that at the same time this discussion
shows at a fundamental level the “failed promise of authenticity” (Garrad 2004, p. 172), in our
conception of the planet in global, ecological terms at the present time. In the view of the
geographer and social theorist, David Harvey, this “failed promise of authenticity” turns into “the
final victory of modernity” as the crucial issue “is not the disappearance of the non-modern world,
but its artificial preservation and reconstruction” (Harvey 1996, pp. 301-2). Here Harvey precisely
sets the ground for the discussion Garrad is aiming at, when he continues to argue that the inflection
of “Earth as a static, fixed image is shown to be terribly misleading” and that it should be
understood as “a process rather than an object”(Garrad 2004, p. 178). According to Garrad, this
would have the philosophical and ethical consequences of compelling us to acknowledge
“contingency and indeterminacy at a fundamental level” (Garrad 2004, p. 178). While this does
indeed tap into general phenomenological discussions about the ambiguity of human existence,
Garrad is keen to focus on the political implications of such a worldview, which for him would
increase “the scope of our liability as the most powerful species on the planet”.
Adding contingency and indeterminacy to the equation of how we are in relationship with our
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As a subscriber to the Worldwatch Institute's newsletter since 2013, I must note that Lukes’ critique seems in the case
of the Worldwatch Institute slightly outdated as the issue of global capitalism is frequently addressed in the
newsletter. However, Lukes’ critique still proves to be accurate in the discussion about geo-engineering as advocated,
for instance, by the American environmentalist and technologist Stewart Brand.
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environment steers the discussion in the direction that Timothy Morton has in mind. Morton,
together with theorists like Ursula Heise, can be considered as the second generation of eco-critical
thinkers. In The Ecological Thought Morton provides intellectual tools to come to terms with the
impermanence of evolution in a way that is different to fixed and stereotypical notions of nature.
According to Morton “reframing our world, our problems and ourselves is part of the ecological
project” (Morton 2010, p. 9). In my view, Garrad's suggestion that it is necessary to shift from a
poetics of authenticity to a poetics of responsibility, is part of the same undertaking. In the
following section I will examine how Morton's The Ecological Thought contributes to this shift.
1.2. MESH VS. NATURE
According to the biologist Raoul Francé the only reason that humans do not appreciate the fact that
“plants move their bodies as freely, easily, and gracefully as the most skilled animal or human”
(cited in Bird & Tompkins 1973, p. 9) is that plants do so at a much slower pace than humans.
Although Francé proclaimed his insight at the beginning of the 20th century, Morton notes that
nothing has drastically changed in our conception of nature since that time. In Ecology without
Nature, he argues that the chief stumbling block to environmental thinking at the beginning of the
21st century is its concept of nature itself. Morton traces the modern origins of the concept of nature
back to the Romantics, who were writing during the Industrial Revolution. According to Morton,
ecological writers or proponents of “conservative ecocriticism” propose a new worldview.
However, the very zeal of these commentators to preserve the natural world leads them away from
the nature that they revere. This is because the very idea of nature carries within it the
differentiation between “us” and “it”. In The Ecological Thought he proposes a new mode of
thinking about ecology, which has to “think big” in ecological terms and geological time scales –
even if this means leaving the comfort zone of dimensions more easily accessible to humans.
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In Morton's view, ecological thought is disorienting because nothing appears as stable as the
terminology we use to describe it would suggest. The more we know about something, the more
open questions we will have. This is actually a situation commonly described by scientists,
including Philip Ball, for instance, who is a long-time science consultant for the journal Nature.
Ball muses in H20: A Biography of Water:
No one really understands water. It’s embarrassing to admit it, but the stuff that covers
two-thirds of our planet is still a mystery. Worse, the more we look, the more the
problems accumulate: new techniques probing deeper into the molecular architecture of
liquid water are throwing up more puzzles. (Ball 1999 cited in Pollack 2013, p. 13)

In order to overcome this misleading image of nature as a category that is static enough to be
charged with nostalgia, Morton places the concept of the mesh at the centre of the theoretical
fundament of The Ecological Thought. With the mesh Morton aims to redefine the ontological
foundations of our existence or rather of our coexistentialism8 or radical interconnectedness, as he
terms it. He prefers the term mesh, rather than terms such as network or web which have strong
technological connotations. He contends that the mesh better describes the ecological reality of
human existence. In Morton’s opinion, even if we come to agree with the fact that ecological
systems are interconnected with each other, we still have to ask ourselves where this
interconnectedness exactly begins. In my art practice I have come to summarise these unravelling
experiences of grappling with the state of interconnectedness using the poetic notion of unrelated
relatedness, which addresses the psychological gap that we experience while oscillating between
inner and outer worlds. The installation work My City is a Hungry Ghost particularly explores the
communicational implications of this psychological gap -- as media arts work. By employing
8

In Morton’s view the prominent recent theorists of “coexistentialism” are Emmanuel Levinas (Totality and Infinity:
An Essay on Exteriority) and Luce Irigaray (The Way of Love).
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different media technologies, this installation sets experimental transition points between an inner
world of subjective introspection and a perception of a mediated outer world.
For Morton there is also, importantly, something peculiarly intimate in this rather disorienting
perspective of our radical interconnectedness.
Interconnectedness isn't snug and cozy. There is intimacy, as we shall see, but not
predictable, warm fuzziness. (Morton 2010, p. 31)

Morton takes inspiration from evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins, who stresses that “we are
all symbiotic colonies of genes” (Morton 2010, p. 34). Starting out from this position, Morton
firmly asserts that the mesh comes with something that he terms dark ecology: that ecology is not
only about “happy-happy-joy-joy eco-sincerity” (Morton 2010, p. 105). There is something dark
and uncanny about it. Specifically, the very interconnectedness of the mesh renders a gap in our
experience of it. Morton views the current concept of nature is a symptom of our attempt to “paper
over this crack” (Morton 2010, p. 31). The philosopher Bernhard Waldenfels points to the similar
phenomenon of a “broken experience” in his phenomenology of the alien, which refers to
something we experience when confronted with the alien, or in the case of Morton, the strange
stranger. Morton expounds:
[W]ho or what is interconnected with what and whom? The mesh of interconnected
things is vast, perhaps immeasurably so. Each entity in the mesh looks strange. Nothing
exists all by itself, and so nothing is fully “itself.” There is curiously “less” of the
Universe at the same time, and for the same reasons, as we see “more” of it. Our
encounter with other beings becomes profound. They are strange, even intrinsically
strange. Getting to know them makes them stranger. When we talk about life forms,
we're talking about strange strangers. The ecological thought imagines a multitude of
entangled strange strangers. (Morton 2010, pp. 14-5)
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In returning to the question of how this leave us with a poetics of responsibility, I would conclude
that what is important about Morton's concepts of the mesh and strange strangers, is that even with
the intellectual and intuitive realisation of interconnectedness and of ourselves as being a part of a
larger ecological system, the phenomenon of the alien still exists. This is why Morton refers to
radical interconnectedness, because this also challenges any notion of ourselves as stable entities.
Where Garrad speaks of the “contingency and indeterminacy at a fundamental level” in a more
process-oriented understanding of the Earth, Morton provides the concept of the mesh as the
“multitude of entangled strange strangers”. In my view this describes the ontological experience of
ecological interconnectedness more appropriately, as it more closely approaches the actual
experience of such a state, with all its ambiguity.
I explore the same ambiguity, which Morton is committed to in his theoretical work, artistically
with the poetic notion of unrelated relatedness. This has become the title of the artistic component
of this PhD. I find it important to stress that alienness or strangeness is not something we aim to
overcome, but something from which our activities originate. By this I mean that the mesh forms an
ontological experiential foundation from which we depart into our everyday actions. This gives rise
to an important philosophical question: why should we care for each other in ecological terms? I
will return to that question in the section The Dark Ecology of Strange Strangers.
By way of contrast, Garrad's “failed promise of authenticity” does not imply that there are no
experiences that feel authentic to us. Rather, the static protocol of language through which we
ascribe certain experiences to certain mental objects in our thought processes, renders these mental
objects inadequate for the “re-negotiation of our relationship with reality” (Mathews 2010, p. 8).
For Garrad, it is our notion of the Earth and for Morton the notion of Nature (using the capital – as
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a way to accentuate it), which have to be reviewed. This is because of their impact on our way of
relating to our environment. The urgency of these issues becomes more intense through the
discussion about the Anthropocene.
The terms that Morton brings into play are particularly productive because of his contemporary
reflection on the present day state of affairs. This is firstly, because Morton takes as his point of
departure the notion of the self- or to put it differently, the relocation of a sense of ecological
interconnectedness begins with the questioning of a stable notion of ourselves. The terminology he
employs addresses the ambiguity of our experience, which we do not seem to be able to edit out.
Also, at the present time this provides enough openness to make way for a discussion that is not
prematurely tied down to narrow definitions. I will elaborate further on this terminology in the
following sections through an exploration of the critique provided by Morton, Heise and others.
1.3. HOW WILD IS WILDERNESS?
For Garrad, the idea of wilderness is the touchstone of a poetics of authenticity as portrayed in
particular in North American environmental writing. What Harvey identified as the “artificial
preservation and reconstruction” of the non-modern world, resonates for Morton too, both
with our present concept of nature as well as with the related notion of wilderness. This is a
notion he suggests is complicit in the problematic attempt to leave the great big dream of
modernity undisturbed:
Freud described the unconscious as a wilderness area. Wilderness areas are the
unconscious of modern society, places we can go to keep our dreams undisturbed. The
very form of modern consciousness is itself thus dream (Morton 2010, p. 9).

In this light it could be argued that Lukes' critique of Earth's dispossession of being a “wild and
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mysterious place”, through advancement of global monitoring and scientific modelling, is based on
a concept of nature, like wilderness, that carries in itself the difference between “us” and “it”.
Morton aims to demonstrate that once we really take a close look at things, we will quickly discover
that the Earth is today as wild and mysterious as it ever has been. Further he asserts that it is at least
equally, if not more so, full of wonder, as demonstrated by current science. Naturalness therefore is
for him a temporal illusion, which shows that ecological and geological time frames are not easy to
intuitively grasp. In Morton’s view, for instance, seasons seem static to us because we do not notice
them changing, and when they do change there is at least a rough predictability. Time-lapse
photography can reveal changes, but it makes things appear as suddenly unnatural: “even flowers
take on a weird, monstrous quality” (Morton 2010, p.44). In the idea of pristine wilderness Morton
discerns the mirror image of private property:
Nature was a special kind of private property, without an owner, exhibited in a specially
constructed art gallery. The gallery was Nature itself, revealed through visual
technology in the eighteenth century as “picturesque” – looking like a picture. (Morton
2010, pp. 5-6)

In Ecology without Nature Morton relates this “picturesque” quality of nature to Walter Benjamin's
concept of the aura. For Morton aura is comparable to “hypostasized Nature” (Morton 2007,
p.162), because it evokes ecological representation; constituting an aesthetic distance of observation
versus participating involvement. In Morton’s view, adherence to this aesthetic distance is one of
the philosophical stumbling blocks for the popular environmental movement at the beginning of the
21st century. By way of contrast, he stresses that “indigenous cultures have not much time for
nature as imagined in and against modernity” (Morton 2007, p. 180).
Drawing on Benjamin's concept of the aura as typical for thinking in terms of ecological
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representation, Morton acknowledges Theodor W. Adorno's expansion of Benjamin's concept of the
aura of high art. Adorno counterposes this with his concept of the political in the art (Adorno
2013). Adorno, a close friend and arguably the sole disciple of Benjamin during his lifetime, asserts
that in the contemporary capitalist society, Benjamin's dialectical pairing of auratic and
technological image have actually already collapsed into each other. He concludes that aura has
become the “uniform sauce” of the cultural industry, and reinstates a lack of the experiential in the
first place. In contrast the it shall be different imperative is implanted in even the most sublime
work of art, and for Adorno this constitutes a political moment. Benjamin's “blue flower” in the
land of technology, the lost unmediated gaze in the age of mass media, has become an illusion by
which the aura of an experience is called on again and again precisely when no such thing exists
any longer. For Morton, the same dilemma holds true for the concept of a “hypostasized Nature”
(Morton 2007, p.162).
Summarising his critique of the notion of Nature, Morton asserts that all relationship involves
conflict, desire, and asymmetry. It could be argued these categories are anthropocentric. In his
conclusion, Morton questions whether we must anthropomorphise in order to love? The answer for
Morton is that one cannot avoid anthropomorphism. However, to acknowledge separation and to
attempt to bridge it turns the act of genuine “tree hugging”9 into a hard and slightly perverse task.
Similarly popular environmental thinking claims that the inorganic world is alive, which for Morton
not only implies that we should treat animals and plants as ends in themselves and not as means, but
also presents the paradox that the same claim “denatures nature” (Morton 2007, p. 180) and
respectively wilderness.

9

“Tree hugging” refers to a tactic of environmental protesters to embrace trees to prevent them from being logged.
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Returning to the initial question of how wild do we like wilderness, I will now focus on the second
part of Lukes' critique, where he denounces the assertion that Earth's ecosystem is now “requiring
human managerial oversight, administrative intervention, and organizational containment” (Lukes
1997, p. 90). This identifies a mind space that is found not only in the frenzied fantasies of geoengineers but can also be present in eco-conservation strategies as well. Although currently open for
speculation, it could be suggested that climate catastrophes like hurricane Katrina are signs of an
even wilder future to come. However, with an awareness of the dilemma of its “human managerial
oversight”, eco-conservationists often highlight the issue that the present eco-sphere is already too
fragmented. In this view efforts to achieve something resembling a “natural” balance, which would
render further human intervention unnecessary, would be doomed to fail.
Following Morton's assertion that a faulty concept of nature may form a major stumbling block for
the popular environmental movement, author and journalist, George Monbiot, takes a closer look at
the underlying ideology in eco-conservation strategies currently employed in the UK and the
European Union (EU). To a degree Monbiot aligns his thinking with Lukes’ criticism with regard to
the complicated issue of human managerialism in eco-conservation. He also argues against what he
identifies as a certain kind of fetishised wilderness. Monbiot, who studied zoology at Oxford, shares
Lukes' lament regarding the lack of wild nature. Drawing on a case study from Wales in the UK, he
makes an important distinction between wild and what he calls self-willed ecosystems. With this, he
differentiates between the intention to reconstruct previous states of primordial wilderness and the
intention to resist “the urge to control nature and allowing it to find its own way” (Monbiot 2013a,
p. 9).
In A Manifesto for Rewilding the World, Monbiot points to what he sees as a conceptual flaw in
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existing conservation guidelines as currently practised in the UK and the EU. He refers here to what
conservation jargon calls a “favourable condition”, in which conservation sites must be maintained.
This is most often the condition in which they were found when they were designated. For Monbiot
this is a key example of a shifting baseline syndrome. The “shifting baseline” was first mentioned in
1995 by the fisheries’ scientist Daniel Pauly, in documenting a failure to identify an appropriate
reference point for current sizes of fish populations. Without the capacity to account for the
development in an ecosystem over a larger period of time, scientists would inevitably work with a
shifting baseline, resulting from a lack of data and time scale. Relating this to the “favourable
condition” in nature conservation, Monbiot stresses that the accounting of a “favourable condition”
is unlikely to go beyond a period of seventy years. Furthermore, the seventy years reference to a
“favourable condition” usually resembles a state of extreme depletion, which then has to be
maintained through intense managerial intervention (Monbiot 2013b).
In his recent book Feral, Monbiot elaborates on his argument for a different approach to
conservation, an approach that he calls rewilding. This is based on the concept of trophic
cascade.10 The concept proposes that through a reintroduction of top predators, a complete
ecological chain reaction would be initiated. Over time, this would have far reaching effects on the
composition of the atmosphere. Monbiot provides an example from the Yellowstone National Park
in the US to illustrate the effect of trophic cascading. In 1995, wolves were reintroduced into the
park, 70 years after they had been exterminated. This set off a trophic cascade, because the wolves
reduced the deer populations, which in turn allowed vegetation along the riverside to again flourish.
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The concept of trophic cascade was shaped by the work of the ecologists Nelson Hairston, Frederick E. Smith and
Lawrence B. Slobodkin. See also: Eisenberg, Cristina (2011) The Wolf's Tooth: Keystone Predators, Trophic
Cascades, and Biodiversity. Washington, DC: Island Press.
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Trees on the riverbanks quadrupled in just six years. Sparsely vegetated valleys reverted to aspen
and willow, thus attracting more birds and beavers. The beavers’ dams created habitats for otters,
muskrats, fish, frogs and reptiles; and this cascade has flow-on effects on more and more subtle
levels, demonstrating the intrinsic and sophisticated interconnectedness of ecological systems.
Monbiot viewed rewilding as an ecological method of land restoration in the age of Anthropocene.
As a consequence our own lives would be rewilded, in order “to escape ecological boredom”
(Monbiot 2013a, p. 11). Monbiot not only argues that rewilding is about the re-introduction of toppredators in a specific landscape, but he also questions what species of top-predators would be
introduced there. Ecology, in his view, has to zoom out into geological time frames, well beyond
the hundred year time frame that, he says, some conservation policies take as a reference. In
contrast, he stresses that, for instance, during the interglacial period much of the megafauna we now
associate with the tropics were at home in Europe, including Britain. These megafauna included
forest elephants, rhinos, hippos, lions and hyenas (Monbiot 2013b). When megafauna were pushed
south by the encroaching cold and finally exterminated 40,000 years ago, the trees returned. By
then the trees had adapted to large animals. They had become, and according to Monbiot still
remain, “elephant-proof.” For Monbiot, this is a palaeoecological fact even though it also feels like
a portal to an enchanted kingdom:
The notion that our most familiar trees are elephant-adapted, that we can see in their
shadows the great beasts with which humans evolved, that the mark of these animals
can be found in every park and avenue and leafy street, infuses the world with new
wonders. (Monbiot 2013a, p. 93)

Returning to Monbiot's distinction between a wild and self-willed ecosystem, rewilding would not
be about how a right ecosystem or a right assemblage looks. Given the current conditions of our
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changed climates and depleted soils, the ecosystems that will emerge will not resemble those from
of the past: the way future ecosystems will evolve from current conditions is difficult to predict.
While eco-conservation typically looks to the recent past, rewilding, in the collapsed time horizon
of the Anthropocene, would respond to the future by looking way back to the distant historical
record.
Although this notion can be seen in relation to what Morton describes as the “disorienting openness
of the ecological thought”, Monbiot himself retains a certain romantic spirit with regard to the wild.
He views it as a civilisation detox cure and highlights the joy of hunting, which again might have
emotional overtones that resonate with Lukes' assertion. In response to Lukes' provocation, one
common aspect that Monbiot's and Morton's criticisms share is a “temporal” dimension, which
comes hand in hand with a sense of unpredictability that has to be embraced. Both authors express a
concern that current environmentalism does not think “big” enough in terms of ecological and
geological dimensions. In Monbiot's view, this is best described by the shortcomings of a shifting
baseline in which certain conservation policies have limited time horizons that barely stretch over a
maximum period of a hundred years (Monbiot 2013b). As Morton sees it, in view of the
impermanence of evolutionary development, “naturalness” appears to be a “temporal illusion”
(Morton 2010, p. 44). Following on from Monbiot and Morton, it can be concluded that the ghostly
notion of aura might get retrofitted from a nostalgic marketing stunt into palaeoecological shadows
of elephants written into the everyday surroundings of the UK. Given the dimension of humanindustrial influence on the planet, with its changed climates and depleted soils, Adorno's 'it shall be
different' moment as the political in art can be considered from an ecological perspective, shifting to
an 'it will be different' moment. This would certainly be full of surprises and possibly what Jane
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Bennett identifies as enchantment11. This marks a clear transition from a poetics of authenticity. In
the following section I will examine whereabouts in this transition a poetics of responsibility could
enter the stage.
1.4. THE DARK ECOLOGY OF STRANGE STRANGERS
In The Secret Lives of Plants, Peter Tompkins and Christopher Bird discuss, at length, the
extraordinary ability of plants to respond and adapt to their environment. They discuss the work of
Cleve Baxter, including his polygraph tests, which led Baxter to formulate the hypothesis of
“primary perception”. In his view, such a perception might be common to all nature, a notion which
allowed him to speculate about plants as sentient beings and to suggest that “maybe plants see
better without eyes, better than humans do with them” (Bird & Tompkins 1973, p. 6). As reported
to date, Baxter's experiment could not successfully be repeated, either by Baxter himself or by other
scientists. The notion of plants as possible sentient beings had caused a furore in the scientific
community in the first place.12 For Morton, the notion of the sentient being, which is also relevant
to current Artificial Intelligence research, is problematic. The reference here is to sentient beings as
a philosophical category as well as describing an exclusively human ability, and therefore not
inclusive of plants. In The Ecological Thought, Morton questions whether consciousness would not
be “'higher' but 'lower' than we have supposed”? (Morton 2010, p. 72). With reference to the work
of the philosopher and cognitive scientist Daniel C. Denett, he elaborates on this:
Perhaps consciousness is simply a recursive feature of the “on” state – less than selfconsciousness, to be sure, yet providing a platform for it. There is something like this in
the idea of Buddha nature – in theory a worm could become Buddha, as a worm. The
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In The Enchantment of Modern Life (2001) Jane Bennett expands further on the function and qualities of enchantment
in modern society by arguing that, within its sense of openness to the unusual and disturbing in everyday life,
enchantment lays a foundation for ethical behaviour.
12
See: Galston, A. W. and C. L. Slayman. (1979).
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ecological thought should not set consciousness up as yet another defining trait of
superiority over non-humans. Our minds are hugely quantitatively different from other
terrestrial minds but perhaps not qualitatively. (Morton 2010, p. 72)

Morton continues by referring to social theorist Donna Haraway's contention that the cyborg
represents personhood in an age of digital and ecological interconnectedness, and that in an age of
ecology without nature one would treat many more beings as people.13 In Morton’s analysis, the
ethics of ecological thought would encourage us to regard beings as people even if they are not
people, just because being a person would mean never to be sure that you are one (Morton 2010, p.
8). Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and Ridley Scott's Blade Runner illustrate popular representations
of this concept (Morton 2010, p.8).
From this perspective one could conclude that one of Morton's main theoretical concerns is to
spread this understanding of and commitment to ambiguity in the sense of what philosopher
Maurice Merleau-Ponty would call “good” ambiguity. In the case of Morton this could also be
positively translated into the notions of wonder and of caring for each other. At the same time there
remains something dark and uncanny about ecology (without nature) for Morton. He also relates in
a very nested and entangled way his idea of the mesh with the following concepts: the strange
stranger, dark ecology and radical intimacy. In The Ecological Thought, Morton understands
ecology as the notion of relating and being in relationship, which immediately confronts us with the
problem of the inner space. In Morton’s conceptualisation, ecology is not about relating to Nature
but rather to “aliens and ghosts” (Morton 2010, p. 100). This is because relationship and intimacy
with other beings is “full of ambiguity and darkness” and we are ourselves, at heart, ambiguous and

13

On this note the neurobiologist Stefano Mancuso suggests that plants would be more suitable than animals for the
construction of cyborgs due to the advanced level of the already existing electrical and chemical circuits in their
vegetative and communicative systems. See: Mancuso, Stefano. (2010).
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dark. To ignore this would achieve nothing but aggression in the end (Morton 2010, p. 100). It is
this sense of ambiguity, which resonates in the poetic notion of unrelated relatedness that I chose as
leitmotif for my own art practice. Riffing in a way on strange strangers, this notion paradoxically
holds together two opposing ideas, thus evoking an unresolvable and artistically generative
ambiguity. This evocation of ambiguity and ghostly darkness is also reflected in my choices for the
title of the actual art works, such as My City is a Hungry Ghost and Nature in the Dark. Anecdotal
feedback from visitors to the exhibitions or public space projections confirms the salience of this
impression. Addressing the ghostliness or darkness in their titles reference was made to the
“juxtaposition between unification of 'inner and outer world'” or the chance meeting being like
“becoming voyeurs of intelligence at work -- which we would not have encountered otherwise”. A
review in the local Bendigo newspaper, for instance, referred to the Nature in the Dark exhibition
as: “the dark side of nature in art”.
With the concept of the strange stranger Morton also refers to Derrida's notion of hospitality
(Derrida 2002), where we are all “thrown into the world” (Heidegger) and become hôte. The word
hôte translates in English to host, as well as guest. For Derrida this is characteristic of the reciprocal
nature of being, because the host is taken hostage by the guest whilst at the same moment he or she
is hosting his or her guest and vice versa. Morton places this notion in the ecological context of the
mesh or the “multitude of entangled strange strangers”. For him we do not enter the mesh as an I
that as a residue of a past moment is attempting a new moment. Morton is following Emmanuel
Levinas' phenomenological approach, referring to “the response to the hope for the present, which
in the present is the very expression of the I” (Levinas 1978, p. 94). In Levinas’ view, this moment
of hope, which is directed outward from us, cements the alterity of being as being a host and
hostage (hôte) at the same time. It is a hope for non-definitiveness in the definitiveness of the
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present. Levinas writes in Existence and Existents:
The “personality” of a being is its very need for time as a miraculous fecundity in the
instant itself, by which it recommences as other. (Levinas 1978, p. 93)

On one hand this comes with something tragic because the subject is not going to find the means for
its own salvation inside itself, it has to come from somewhere else. On the other hand, Levinas sees
in this the root for responsibility. In No Identity he states:
He [man] has to be conceived on the basis of the condition or uncondition of being
hostage, hostage for all the others who, precisely qua others, do not belong to the same
genus as I, since I am responsible even for their responsibility. It is by virtue of this
supplementary responsibility that subjectivity is not the ego, but me. (Levinas 1998, p.
150)

By ecologically expanding Levinas’ subject-subject relationship beyond the human, Morton stresses
that we encounter the strange stranger on many levels and on many scales: “from the bacteria in
our gut to bird’s slick with oil to displaced victims of a hurricane” (Morton 2010, pp. 49-50).
Morton concludes that living in the Anthropocene is to awaken to the ecological catastrophe that
has already occurred. We would then have to embrace the fact that there is no such ontological
ground as Nature, and we would realise that “we're always responsible for the other” (Morton 2010,
p. 50). This is, with reference to Levinas, the founding force of the mesh.
Another philosophical approach to Morton's “multitude of entangled strange strangers” can be
found in Bernhard Waldenfels' phenomenology of the alien (Waldenfels 2006). Waldenfels begins
his elaborations by offering linguistic assistance, pointing out that the English language includes at
least three adjectives (foreign, alien, and strange) to describe the meaning of the German adjective
fremd.
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Ultimately, we may simply speak of the other, but the mere “other” can be taken as a pure contrast
to what is the same (Waldenfels 1995). This is important in the context of the ecocritical discussion
because it extends the notion of the other to the non-human. The distinction that both Morton and
Waldenfels draw is that it is much more a kind of otherness that is opposed to the self and its own.
Morton calls it the strange stranger because the other is strange to us in a peculiar way.
In Grundmotive einer Phänomenologie des Fremden, Waldenfels presents the challenge to put one's
finger on what it exactly means to experience the strange or alien. In order to experience the alien,
we are confronted with a breaking point where the experiencer is alienated from her experience,
which in turn is rendered into a broken experience. According to Waldenfels, we must face these
breaking points or “breaking lines” in our experiences, in order to fathom the mysteriousness of the
human body and mind and also to interpret the customs, expression and language of the human
body, when dealing with and confronting the extraordinary (Waldenfels 2006). In Waldenfels’s
view, to face these broken experiences is not to try to overcome them in an attempt to familiarise
oneself with the alien, rather, it is the value of the experience, that is significant. Similar to Levinas’
hope for non-definitiveness in the definitiveness of the present such broken experiences contain for
Waldenfels a quality that goes beyond the experiencer. Waldenfels states in Responses to the Other:
The alien is not defined by what it is. ... It is what it is while appearing in this or that
way. ... Finally, the paradoxical definition, claiming a certain accessibility of the alien,
excludes the possibility that otherness could ever be total and complete ... the alien
should be understood not as something at which our saying and doing aims but as
something from which it starts. (Waldenfels 1995, pp. 36-7)

And this is the point of departure that Morton wants ecological criticism to embrace. He ends The
Ecological Thought with these thoughts:
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Religion is a substitute for lost intimacy. If Nature is religion, then the intimacy it
expresses as lost returns in ecology's encounter with the strange stranger. … The
ecological thought can be highly unpleasant. But once you have started to think it, you
can't unthink it. We have started to think it. In the future, we will all be thinking the
ecological thought. It's irresistible, like true love. (Morton 2010, p. 135, emphasis mine)

Therefore, instead of attempting to overcome dualism by seeking “false oneness” and remaining
“natural”, Morton stresses that ecocriticism should admit its contingency and strangeness. By
acknowledging the gap, ecocritique would not turn hostile against environmental movements like
deep ecology but form a type of “really deep ecology” (Morton 2007, p. 143), which he calls dark
ecology.
I consider that Morton's notion of dark ecology, which includes the concept of the strange stranger,
is crucial to the process of thinking about how a shift from a poetics of authenticity to a poetics of
responsibility can take place. Firstly I would argue that dark ecology helps to counterbalance the
tendency in environmentally-moved rhetoric, to paint an image of nature in the greenest and
brightest colours only. This often goes along with the notion of a perfectly self-balanced system that
just has to be left alone. I am not arguing against the notion of self-balancing systems as such – be
they ecological or cybernetic ones. But the more crucial aspect for my argument is that by
espousing this “darker” side of ecology and acting from within this sphere of ambiguity, Morton
asserts, in what he sees as a Levinasian sense, the impulse to care about one's surrounding in the
first place. I find this thought to be not only a very charming one, but also as fundamental to the
quest for a poetics of responsibility. In the following section I will explore the aspect of
responsibility in the poetic, examining Ursula Heise's concept of eco-cosmopolitanism (Heise
2008).
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1.5. ECO-COSMOPOLITANISM
A further consideration of the wider ecocriticism debate is the notion of eco-cosmopolitanism.
Ursula Heise, English professor at UCLA, refers to eco-cosmopolitanism, as a contribution from a
cultural studies point of view, to a more nuanced concept of the global. It is here that media arts
practice, and in particular projects like tactical media, can add to this discussion as I will show in
Chapter 2. Heise's concern is that environmental rhetoric too often resorts to a more or less binary
picture of the global. Heise offers a very instructive qualification to the notion of place in
environmental writing. She also attempts to come to terms with an eco-cosmopolitanism that is able
to link experiences of local endangerment to a sense of the planet that encompasses both human and
non-human worlds. I would contrast Heise's approach here with Latour's post-global aesthetics. I do
so because, while Heise's discussion of the global is strongly invested in visual metaphors, Latour's
critique of the visualisation of the globe as a sphere supports my own claim for the particular
contribution that a more sonically attuned perspective can make to this discussion. One different
acoustic example to support this claim is found in Dr Jim Gimzewski's research work on the sound
of cells. According to the anthropologist Sophie Roosth “sound, by inviting listeners into the
environment of the sound’s source, creates a soundscape in which the different milieus of people
and cells can resonate” (Roosth 2007). So instead of visually zooming in or out in perspective,
which suggests a kind of god-like and context independent perspective, transduced sound waves
create, according to Roosth, this domain of resonance of different milieus. In this case the
resonance is between the human hearing range and the metabolism of cells.
In Sense of Place and Sense of Planet – The Environmental Imagination of the Global, Heise voices
concern about an often simplistic understanding of the dynamics of place and its relationship to
identity-building, in parts of current popular environmental movements. She is also concerned
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about general assumptions about cultural commonality in global social theories such as the work of
Ulrich Beck (Beck 1992, 1999). Heise articulates a lucid analysis of Beck's concept of the world
risk society and risk-based cultural solidarity -- an important concept in the current environmental
discussion
Heise and Morton can be understood to represent an emerging generation that takes ecocriticism to
a new level. Heise, who was born in Germany but lives and works in the US, was intrigued by the
role of the “local” in North American environmental literature from the 1960s onwards. Her
research suggested that American environmental writing and its cultural, political, and often
spiritual investment in the local, as the “sense of place”, was extraordinarily strong. She notes “the
marked emphasis in American environmentalist thought on the local as the ground for individual
and communal identity and as the site of connections to nature that modern society is perceived to
have undone” (Heise 2008, p. 9). She refers to this as a particular inflection of US-American
environmentalism and ecocriticism. This differs from ecological movements in other countries. In
Germany, for example, the appropriation of many romantic symbols through National Socialism,
including the fascist “Blut und Boden” (blood and soil) connection to soil, place and region, made it
undesirable for environmental rhetoric to reconnect to a similar large pool of traditional thought and
writing about place. Localism, according to Heise, has never played a crucial role in the German
environmental discourse as it has and does in the US, where a larger environmental movement
began to emerge by the 1970s.
Heise began to question whether such localism as propagated by US American eco-discourse was
indeed a necessary component of an environmental ethics, or was the outcome of a particular
nationalist tradition of discussion. Research led her to criticise an often simplistic image of
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globalism portrayed in the U.S.-American environmentalist rhetoric. In Sense of Place and Sense of
Planet, she identifies the need to put “environmentalist reflections in communication with recent
theories of globalization and cosmopolitanism” (Heise 2008, p. 13). Heise notes that there is more
to globalisation than the rather black and white picture of greedy global corporations versus poor
migrants forced to leave their homes for jobs and better life prospects. She addresses the “ethic of
proximity” that is often given preference in environmental literature, referring to it as a too
simplistic and reductionist concept. She writes:
The ethic of proximity … relies on the assumption that genuine ethical commitments
can only grow out of the lived immediacies of the local that constitute the core of one's
authentic identity. In this respect, I would argue that ecocriticism in particular, but also
much environmentalist thought more generally, has not connected to the foundational
idea in much recent cultural theory that identities are at their core made up of mixtures,
fragments and dispersed allegiances to diverse communities, cultures, and places – or
that precisely these mixtures might be crucial for constituting “identities” politically as
“subjects”. (Heise 2008, pp. 42-3)

In Heise’s view, it is therefore crucial to analyse how attachments to a particular category or scale
of place can shift in value and function, when considered in different political contexts. This is
because the local can play a useful political and cultural role in one context, while becoming a
philosophical as well as pragmatic stumbling block in another.
In Sense of Place and Sense of Planet Heise offers her reading of chosen examples of contemporary
literature and art in an attempt to explore a more nuanced understanding of how the local and the
global are imbricated culturally and ecologically. Among others she discusses Lothar Baumgarten's
video work Der Ursprung der Nacht - AmazonasKosmos) (The Origin of Night – AmazonCosmos)
and Karen Tei Yamashita's novel Through the Arc of the Rainforest. In Heise’s reading, these
works implicitly or explicitly highlight the interlacing of local place, ecologies, and cultural
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practices in global networks that reconfigure them according to a form of logic that recent theories
of globalisation label deterritorialisation. By taking an ambivalent stance towards
deterritorialisation, in Heise’s view, these works participate in the search for the stories and images
of a new kind of eco-cosmopolitan environmentalism. Deterritorialisation becomes a concept that
must be countered at times by forms of reterritorialisation. It might also provide the basis for
cosmopolitan forms of awareness and community, ecologically and culturally speaking, in order to
effectively engage with steadily increasing patterns of global connectivity. Yet, more importantly,
both works search for aesthetic templates that are able to convey a dual vision of the Earth as a
whole, and of the different earths that are shaped by varying cultural contexts.
The other key element which Heise brings into the discussion, and which I can only briefly
introduce here, is the role of global risk scenarios. She argues that such scenarios are increasingly
becoming part of the globalisation process, as recent social research suggests. She concludes that
the study of “risk perception and their social-cultural framing” becomes integral to an ecological
understanding of culture (Heise 2008, p. 15). There are a range of approaches and critiques of
cosmopolitanism. Heise uses Ulrich Beck's Cosmopolitan Manifesto as one example, in order to
enter the discussion about cosmopolitanism in the humanities. In World Risk Society Beck examines
the awareness of pervasive risks with regard to their impact on modes of everyday reasoning, given
the mediatedness or the “non-experience” of global risks like climate change or loss of biodiversity.
It is this “expropriation of the senses” (Beck 1995, p. 67) which turns the experiential logic of
everyday thought upside down. In Risk Society – Towards a New Modernity, Beck writes:
Chemical formulas and reactions, invisible pollutants, biological cycles and chain
reactions have to rule seeing and thinking if one wishes to go to barricades against risks.
In this sense, we are dealing not with 'second-hand experience', in risk consciousness,
but with 'second-hand non-experience'. Furthermore, ultimately no one can know about
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risks, so long as to know means to have consciously experienced. (Beck 1992, p. 72)

Lawrence Buell, in The Future of Environmental Criticism, describes Beck's Risk Society as the
counter image to James Lovelock's Gaia theory of Earth as a self-sustaining, harmoniously balanced
feedback system. In Risk Society, Beck describes a world off-balanced by the unintended and
uncontrollable consequences of technological development. But instead of nostalgically
reminiscing, Beck sees creative potential in such an imbalance, one that could lead to both a
cosmopolitanist identity and to a risk-based cultural solidarity, comparable to Marx and Engels'
vision of an international working class. In Beck’s analysis, such a society would not only transcend
nation-states but could also offer a founding force for corresponding institutions of a global civil
society, one which, without such crises, would just remain an “institutional fantasy” (Beck 2010, p.
225). While Beck is aware that the experience of risk only takes on meaning within particular
contexts, Heise suggests that he remains far too general with his assumption that shared risks
automatically imply enough cultural commonality to serve as a basis for new kinds of communities.
The experience of environmental activists in actually forming these international alliances, across
developing and developed countries, demonstrates a more complex reality. This is a reality in which
differences in language, culture, class and access to resources form barriers (Kiefer & Benjamin
1993).
Heise, importantly for my project, articulates the role that aesthetics play in this discussion. She
does this by providing a more nuanced analysis of the globalist vision, from the perspective of
environmental writing, as well as through the consideration of the work of social scientists like
Beck. In the search for an aesthetic template, Heise maintains a dual vision of globalism, a vision
that includes the Earth as a whole, and the different micro-earths that are shaped by varying cultural
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contexts. Heise also refers to Google Earth(™)'s ability to zoom in and out in perspective and its
“database aesthetics”, citing Lev Manovich's The Language of New Media, as an example of this
mode of dual vision (Heise 2008, p. 67).
Returning to the initial quest for a poetics of responsibility, I find that these contributions by
Morton, Monbiot and Heise are insightful and important in order to gain a better ecological
understanding of culture, and in particular the new ecological space we find ourselves in at the
beginning of the 21st century. They provide a framework for understanding a new eco-aesthetic
arena which is defined by a technologically mediated reality of a globalist world and ecological
systems.
In a similar fashion the academic debate about posthumanism provides another important venue to
discuss the work of literature theorists such as Heise and Morton. By distinguishing it firmly from
technological discourses of the ‘posthuman’ or ‘transhuman’, it is the aim of posthumanism to
redefine humanity’s place in the world as just one life form among many. My own reading,
however, particularly values Heise and Morton’s contributions, because I find that they help to
establish a critical refinement of the ecocritical argument. These contributions also develop a more
finely-tuned thinking about how we relate to the world and a more nuanced understanding of the
role of culture in the world.
In considering Heise’s enquiry into what an aesthetic template for globalism could look or sound
like, I find it important to further expand on Latour's critique of the global as a visual concept. This
helps to inform my discussion concerning sonic media art forms and their contribution to a poetics
of responsibility. In this regard I value Latour's critique, not only for the sake of exploring the wider
sensorial diversity of human perception, but also because I am arguing that Latour's call for a “post
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global” aesthetic aligns with Garrad's important quest for a poetics of responsibility. It does that by
emphasising that a true global scale is only achievable through the number of connections between
localities, although current media technologies like Google Earth(™) might suggest otherwise. In
Latour’s view, the spherical image of the globe as such is misleading in suggesting “that the world
has been unified once and for all” (Latour 2013). He notes that the public debate around issues like
climate change clearly demonstrates that no such unity has been achieved. Instead, Latour insists
that there is no reason to confuse a “well-connected locality with the utopia of the Globe” (Latour
2013). According to him the database aesthetic of Google Earth(™) seduces us to fall prey to the
illusion of an “intoxicating manipulation” (Latour 2013). This is an illusion because scale is the
result of the number of connections between localities rather than being reliant on any preordained
zoom from the micro to the macro perspective. I hear echoes of Latour's critique in the work of
tactical media, which I will elaborate on in Chapter 2.
PART 2: MEDIA ARTS & ECO-AESTHETICS
In this part of chapter 1, I will relate Latour’s discussion of the globe to the discussion of aesthetics
from a contemporary arts perspective. I will focus on the area of sound and contemporary media art,
which form the professional background of my own practice.
1.6. BECOMING RESPONSIBLE
In order to prepare the ground for the discussion of the implications of a sound related aesthetics
and the practice of contemporary media arts, I will firstly expand on the aesthetics of the “postglobal”. Latour states in his fourth Gifford Lecture: The Anthropocene and the Destruction of the
Image of the Globe that the unique situation of the Anthropocene has made it obvious that we
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cannot do without science and its model simulations.14 For Latour, this is unique, as it marks a
“new cosmo-political situation” (Latour 2013) from a political as well as a disciplinary academic
perspective. This is based on the development of a new set of sensitivities that represent new
capacities to render ourselves sensitive to what is happening around us.
For Latour these “new sensitivities” precede any distinction between the instruments of science, of
art and of politics. Latour applies this concept of sensitivities to all the agencies, which are able to
spin their sensory loops further in order to cocoon themselves into ecological processes and cycles
(Latour 2013). The idea of loops is of particular importance for Latour with regard to this kind of
post-global aesthetics. Instead of taking the image of the sphere as a whole Latour emphasises the
function of the loop, because it is by drawing loops that the shape of the sphere starts to emerge. In
contrast, images of the Earth like the blue marble15 suggest some kind of political unification,
which in reality does not yet exist. Latour states:
The spherical shape smoothes down knowledge into one continuous, complete,
transparent, ubiquitous volume that hides the extraordinarily difficult task of assembling
controversial data points coming from many different instruments and disciplines.
(Latour 2013)

Latour is referring to philosopher Peter Sloterdijk, who points out in Globen, the second volume of
his Spähren trilogy, that it is only after humans see pollution coming back at them that they begin to
really feel that the Earth is indeed round. For Latour the problem with the image of the globe as a
sphere is that the sphere not only represents a certain idea, but an ideal of an idea, which does not
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Paul N. Edwards (2010) identifies three different kind of models used in climatology: simulation models, reanalysis
models and data analysis models.
15
The “blue marble” is a famous photograph of the Earth, taken on December 7, 1972, by the crew of the Apollo 17
spacecraft, at a distance of about 45,000 kilometres (28,000 miles).
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correspond to the reality. In Latour’s conceptualisation, scale comes about as “the result of the
number of connections between localities”, and not through any kind of imaginary zooming out
function. In his eyes this is beyond the reach of human perception (Latour 2013). Latour
distinguishes his understanding of loops in this context, from the notion of feedback loops in a
cybernetic sense, because cybernetic systems suggest to him some kind overarching steering
module, which in this case does not exist. Becoming responsible thus means:
[T]o cocoon ourselves within a great many loops so that progressively, thread after
thread, the knowledge of where we reside and on what we depend for our atmospheric
condition can gain greater relevance and feel more urgent. (Latour 2013)

Following Latour's call for a “post-global” aesthetic, I argue that there is a correlation between this
aesthetic and current trends in the arts and media cultures. It is this connection to the political media
art practice of the tactical media movement that I find very encouraging. I also observe overlaps in
concepts emerging within contemporary arts more generally and will elaborate on this in Chapter 2.
In Conversation Pieces, art historian, Grant Kester addresses recent developments in socially
engaged contemporary art practice, which he calls dialogical art. Kester emphasises that
“procedural” forms of knowledge or “connected knowing” are generated within these practices. He
defines this as follows:
First, it is concerned with recognising the social context from which others speak, judge
and act. … The second characteristic of connected knowing involves the redefinition of
the discursive interaction in terms of empathetic identification. (Kester 2004, pp. 113-4,
emphasis mine)

By sensitising themselves to a larger situational social fabric of interpersonal encounters and
acknowledging these different factors and “loops” that envelop a social context, artists can act
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aesthetically. Latour notes that this accords with the original meaning of the word aesthetics, which
is – to perceive and to be concerned (Latour 2013). Comparing Latour's assertion that scale is the
result of the number of connections between localities, and Kester's notion of a connected mode of
knowing of dialogical art practices, is useful. It provides an important key to understanding how
contemporary art practice produces incidences of experiential and publicly accessible encounters
that contribute to the wider quest for a poetics of responsibility in society.
Kester remains focussed, in his elaborations, on the domain of human dialogue. It is noteworthy
that he refers to the work of Gemma Corradi Fiumara, who stresses “the long-suppressed role of
listening as a creative practice” (Kester 2004, p. 107). For Kester dialogical art expands the
philosophical concept that philosopher Jürgen Habermas draws, concerning dialogical encounter
and the public sphere as a discursive contest. This is because it introduces a socio-spatial dimension
to a sphere which otherwise, in Habermasian terms, would be solely determined by rhetorical
arguments of rational consideration. Criticism has been voiced towards some aspects of Kester's
theories. For instance, in an interview with the American journalist Jennifer Roche, the art critic
Claire Bishop states the following, with reference to the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan: “the best
socially collaborative art does not derive from the superegoic injunction to ‘love thy neighbour,’ but
from an attitude of ‘do not give up on your desire’” (cited in Roche 2006). This is a stance that she
also took in her response to Kester's dialogic aesthetics, in which she was critical of the political
correctness of some of the collaborative art projects he was discussing.16 Bishop relates this, for
instance, to a Christian ideal of self-sacrifice. She is not alone in her critique of Kester's dialogical
aesthetics. Other voices, like the art historian Miwon Kwon, are very wary about art being dragged
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Kester discusses, for instance, the work of the Austrian artist group Wochenklausur (Kester 2004).
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into essentialist representations of group identities, as in the case of Kester's dialogic aesthetics.
What I find particularly important in Kester's discussion, in the context of my thesis, is his emphasis
on arts practice and its sensitivity towards its context – in other words its situated awareness. While
Kester concentrates here on the aspect of social relationships and their political implications within
this context, I limit my discussion to tactical media, because it is political media arts that inform my
own practice. Like Kester I am invested in the situated awareness of artistic practice, however, the
political implications that I choose to emphasise result from the tactical interventions in media
technology – something I will describe in Chapter 2 as fluid thinking in waves. I now turn to media
scholar John Durham Peters in order to use his media-historical perspective to develop my
argument about the political implications as well as the particular mode of situated awareness of
electronic communication technologies.
Peters considers the influence of electronic media technology on the notion of the public sphere in
the 20th century. Specifically, Peters stresses that the discourse surrounding the public sphere has
become unlatched by the advance in media technologies, with twofold consequences: Firstly, it
allowed the spatial distinction between private and public to collapse, and secondly, it has expanded
the circle of our interactions by inviting not only machines and animals, but even the dead, to join
in the conversations (Peters 1999, p. 25). In Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of
Communication, Peters traces the conceptual afterlife of the two Grundbegriffe of communication
theory: dialogue and dissemination (Peters 1999, p.35). He observes that media technology in the
20th century has been widely associated with the distortion of dialogue. For Peters, distortion does
not only mean misrepresentation, but it also encompasses distinctive features of civilisation, as it
allows communication across culture, space and time, as well as with the dead, the distant, and the
alien. Peters writes:
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Much of culture consists of signs in general dispersion, and felicitous communication –
in the sense of creating just community between two or more creatures – depends more
basically on imagination, liberty, and solidarity among the participants than on equal
time in the conversation. Dialogue, to be sure, is one precious part of our tool-kit as
talking animals, but it ought not to be elevated to sole supreme status. (Peters 1999, p.
34)

I find Peters reading of the distortion of dialogue instructive, as it resonates with Kester's emphasis
on the creative role of listening. In both cases this refers to context as the structural pairing of
imagination and space, and to the experience of listening as situated awareness. Peter's willingness
to accept distortion of communication, and his intellectual curiosity to explore the creative potential
that this distortion bears, proved to be very instructive for all three art works of my unrelated
relatedness series This led me to explore this particular mode of situated awareness that I observe
in contemporary media arts practice, and this is discussed in more detail in chapter 3.
In other words, Kester and Peters, helped to develop the understanding of a poetics of
responsibility, opening it particularly to sound and listening. The etymological root of the word
responsibility is derived from the Latin word re-spondere as in “answer to, promise in return”. It
stresses that to respond to someone or something does not necessarily mean that the direct response
must come through verbal exchange. I argue that it also implies a notion of a terrain or space in
which this response is happening. This correlates with the spatial quality of sound and how sound
requires space to resonate in, in order to be experienced. In this way, the spatial-sensorial quality of
listening, and how it positions us in the world, differs from our sense of vision. Interestingly, our
sense of hearing is connected with further spatial qualities, as it is our ears that maintain our sense
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of balance.17 So, listening positions us in a locale but it also helps to literally maintain our balance
on the terrain. With regard to the discussion of a poetics of responsibility I would note that, instead
of a visual fixation on the Earth as whole and unified sphere, scale results from the number of
connections between localities. Peters argues that these localities do not only populate the local but,
through communication technologies, they can also reconnect over time and space. By increasing
the number of connections, we are becoming responsible through cocooning ourselves in as many
“loops” as possible, which renders us sensitive to the context around us.
Peters' notion of the distortion of dialogue and Kester's critique of Habermas' public dialogue, also
direct us to the connection between imagination and space. Morton and Waldenfels remind us of
the ambiguity that can sink into our experience of it. Therefore, in order to discuss aesthetics in this
context, we must address the experience of human subjectivity and how this unfolds in a multitude
of existential territories of the public sphere. In this light I examine the connection between sound
related aesthetics and a poetics of responsibility in the following section.
1.7. SOUND: RESONANCE WITH THE WORLD
In his article Nature, Sound Art, and the Sacred, the composer David Dunn draws an important
distinction between auditory and visual perception (Dunn 1997). He observes that while vision
foregrounds the distinct boundaries between phenomena, sound, by contrast, and the experience of
listening, often highlights the “inseparability” of phenomena. In other words, we often see
something as distinct in its environment, yet we hear how it relates to other things. Dunn gives as
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In Why do Whales and Children Sing? (1999) the composer David Dunn speculates about the evolutionary
connection between listening and our sense of balance. He stresses that the earliest form of ear probably evolved in
the sea and that it served the ancient sea creatures rather as a balance indicator than hearing mechanism. This does not
indicate that the sea is silent, which it is not. The sea’s cacophony can be so great that it interferes with navy sonar.
Rather it suggests that the hearing mechanism developed later.
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examples the sounds of ocean surf or the rush of wind in trees.
When discussing techno-interventions, media environments and the realm of sound, one of the first
things that comes to mind is Murray Schafer's critique of the schizophonic (Schafer 2004). In his
view this is equivalent to a disconnection from nature. Once sound is recorded, it is split from its
place of origin and once it is being played back, it loses its reference system and therefore its
environmental information value. Schafer was clearly not in favour of this loss of authentic
information; indeed, his oeuvre would be a good example of what Garrad refers to as poetics of
authenticity. Schafer nevertheless engaged with electronic media, as his radical radio project
demonstrates. Here microphones were placed in nature in order for nature to broadcast its sounds
back – ideally with as few programming and formatting interventions from the radio station as
possible (Schafer 2004).
Interestingly, according to Dunn, the deep ecology philosopher Arne Naess takes a more pragmatic
stance on this matter. For Naess, the increasing fragility of the ecosphere no longer allows for any
kind of extensive human encounter with nature. Therefore new media will have to play a crucial
role in providing ecological representations that engage with the wider public, while reducing the
pressure that is put on our actual environment (Dunn 1988, p. 2). Dunn concludes that “technology
must be seen as a logical consequence of a co-evolutionary dance” (Dunn 1988, p. 6). It needs
critical engagement, but according to Dunn it serves an ecological perspective in two beneficial
ways. Firstly, it can be a means of “ecological self-correction” or what Latour describes as the new
sensitivities and the process of “cocooning” ourselves within their loops. For example, Dunn refers
to the work of artist Paul Ryan and his ecochannel design proposal for a community TV station in
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New York (Ryan 2001).18 Another example is the work of the Worldwatch Institute. Both
examples represent projects that use different media in order to sense and monitor ecological
developments. Secondly, this can provide “an expansion of human language into the domain of the
non-human” (Dunn 1988, p. 9). In his own compositions and performances, Dunn uses technology
to create sound driven systems that are nested in bigger environmental contexts:
My belief is there is an important role for the evolution of an art form that can address
the phenomenon of sound as a prime integrating factor in understanding our place
within the biosphere’s fabric of mind. (Dunn 1997, pp. 63-4, emphasis mine)

Dunn's observation emphasises the integrative quality of sound and listening, which I consider
beneficial for the discussion of a poetics of responsibility. It strikes me as important that in the
schizophonic aspect of communication technology or “the distortion of dialogue” (Peters), Dunn
sees the potential to actually communicate between cultures and species and across space and time.
In Dunn's words, media technology allows us “to expand human language into the domain of the
non-human” (Dunn 1988, p. 9). I am particularly interested in such media art practices, which I
depict in Chapter 3 as “sharing space sonically” – although my emphasis lies more on spatial
aspects than language. In the following part I will situate Dunn's notion in the wider context of
contemporary media arts practice.
PART 3 : APPROACHING CO-EXISTENTIAL TERRITORY
I would like to return to the question of the contribution that a contemporary media art perspective
can make to the environmental discussion. In the ecocritical discussion presented thus far, I have
recognised that one of the pressing challenges in the current time of ecological crisis is the “re-
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Other artists to mention here include: Louis Bec, Leif Brush, Bill Fontana, Natalie Jeremijenko, amongst others.
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negotiation of our relationship with reality” (Mathews 2010, p. 8), which necessitates Garrad’s
conceptual shift from a poetics of authenticity to a poetics of responsibility. To understand the role
that contemporary media art can play in the environmental discussion of a poetics of responsibility,
we need to focus on how it negotiates, within the discursive public space of its audience, the
boundaries of technological intervention and sensual capacities. Contemporary media art does this
by exploring modes of “connected knowing” (Kester) in wider ecological constellations and by
questioning existing social norms, for instance, what is conceived as authentic. Composer John
Cage neatly summed up the role artistic exploration plays in the relationship between art and
technology. In a conversation with Daniel Charles, while he was pointing at an ashtray he observed:
It’s in a state of vibration. ... But we can’t hear those vibrations. ... I’m going to listen to
its inner life thanks to a suitable technology, which surely will not have been designed
for that purpose. (Cage 1981, pp. 220-1. emphasis mine)

Artist and cultural theorist, Matthew Fuller, further develops this idea. In Art for Animals, he
departs from an anecdote about philosopher Deleuze and the intellectual pleasure he had describing
the sensorial world of a spider. Even if a juicy fly had been placed right in front of the spider, it
wouldn't care. It would only be interested in a “few small twitches on the far reaches of the web”
(Fuller 2009, p. 270). For Fuller, art practices that engage with animals do exactly this. They send:
[A] tingle along the edges of what we take for granted as our current capacities. It
suggests that we search out and test the discontinuities and overlaps between our
sensual and intelligent capacities and those of others. … They are paths of becoming,
gravitational lodes of traction which pull the human out of its skin, and pull the singular
animal into the multiplicity of packs, of evolution and of ecology. (Fuller 2009, p. 270)

Fuller is eager to stress that the distinction between his concept of art for animals and current art
practices involving animals is deliberate. The latter describes art made for humans and using
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animals as part of the source material. Looking at it from a similar angle, Dunn reflects upon his
electro-acoustic composition practice, and concludes:
Perhaps music is a conservation strategy for keeping something alive that we now need
to make more conscious, a way of making sense of the world from which we might
refashion our relationship to nonhuman living systems. (Dunn 1997, p. 62)

At this point I want to re-enforce my argument about the need to explore how such a poetics of
responsibility could look and sound, and why it is important to add a contemporary media arts
perspective to this environmental discussion, with particular focus on sound and listening. I return
firstly to Garrad's assertion that we have to see the Earth as a process rather than an object. In a
similar way, the search for a poetics of responsibility has as its starting point the subjective quest to
initiate the process of becoming responsible in order to “renegotiate our relationship with reality”
(Mathews 2010, p. 8).
Becoming responsible would then mean to acknowledge “contingency and indeterminacy at a
fundamental level” (Garrad 2004, p. 178) -- in our being and in relationship with our environment.
This results in an experiential gap in our encounter with the alien or what Morton calls the strange
stranger, as we oscillate between inner and outer, familiar and unfamiliar, separate and interrelated
states of being or between being host and hostage. Such “broken experience” gives rise to moments
of ambiguity. However, instead of papering over this crack in the experience, this exact moment of
ambiguity is identified as a generating force of the mesh as well as a moment of hope, because it
creates a form of traction from the individual ego outwards. Levinas reasons that we will not find
our own salvation inside ourselves. Rather, in this moment of ambiguity lies the actual motivation
to care about others and our environment. Or in the words of Levinas, the me becomes responsible
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for the responsibility of the others. Within my art practice I have come to describe this phenomenon
as unrelated relatedness, because it describes a similar psychological ambiguous state of mind.
Morton’s interpretation helps here to such state of mind in a positive and productive way. In this
context I consider Morton's conclusion to extend the notion of the others to the non-human as very
important. I discuss examples of media arts that put Morton's reasoning into practice in Chapter 3.
In this respect becoming responsible in the age of Anthropocene requires us to make use of the
instruments and technologies available to us. This allows us to extend our sensory perception and
cocoon ourselves with as many loops as possible in order to sensitise us with the wider ecosphere.
We find these “new sensitivities” are spread across the disciplines, and they challenge the notion of
human categories. This is demonstrated in the work of climate scientists like Paul Crutzen or artists
like John Cage or Marko Peljhan, as discussed in Chapter 3. It is this kind of experimental artistic
practice that provides experiential instances that enable us to experience, or at least reflect on, a
poetics of responsibility in the age of the Anthropocene
Current discussions about the legitimacy of the category Anthropocene19 highlight the political
dimension of the aesthetics of the “new sensitivities”. This assumes, as I am proposing, that one is
willing to extend the notion of aesthetics beyond the strict realm of art to include conceptual
coordinates and modes of visibility in society. Aesthetics, then, can mean the distribution of the
sensible that informs the political, or a politics yet to be. It marks the domain of what is accessible
to the public, and, as these boundaries shift, established canons of interpretation can be rendered
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In 2013, the fifth Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report stated, with 95 percent, confidence that
humans are the main cause of the current global warming. See: Working Group I Climate Change 2013: The Physical
Science Basis. (2013). Summary for Policymakers. Available:
<http://www.climatechange2013.org/images/report/WG1AR5_SPM_FINAL.pdf>, viewed 2 April 2014.
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obsolete. Garrad notes that even current critical environmental writing is often based on a “failed
promise of authenticity”, wherein failure is intensified in the day and age of globally connected
ecological challenges like global warming. This view resonates with Heise's critique of the “ethic of
proximity”, which Beck also aims to tackle with his concept of global risks.
Commenting on failing authenticity, Morton draws a parallel between Benjamin's and Adorno's
critique of the aura of high art in the age of new media such as film. Morton integrates this into his
critique of the very concept of nature as represented in many accounts of environmental writing.
For Morton, it is based on ecological representation and aesthetic distance. This is a notion of
nature that not only creates this picturesque divide between us and it but also proves to be too static
to keep up with the changing pace of evolution. Naturalness thus should be regarded, according to
Morton, more as a temporal illusion, as vividly demonstrated in time-lapse animation of living
flowers. On the same note, but from a more conservationist perspective, Monbiot advocates a shift
in our notion of nature from a wild to a self-willed ecosystem. Latour productively adds to this
discussion with his call for a post-global aesthetics that questions the aesthetics often employed in
public discussions of global phenomena such as global warming. For Latour, the presentation of the
globe as a sphere visually suggests not only a uniformity in opinions that currently does not exist,
but which confuses scale with predetermined visual illusions, as utilised by Google Earth(™). Here
Latour is not so worried about our general dependency on mediated perception, as part of the living
reality in the Anthropocene and the loss of authenticity in our experience through media simulation
as such. His main concern is that some of these visual techniques may lend themselves to
conclusions, which as Mathews puts it, are misleading about the “re-negotiation [of] our
relationship with reality” (Mathews 2010, p. 8).
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The sound installation planet ocean from the unrelated relatedness series serves as an experimental
setting to experience the spatial atmosphere of the ocean. This is not in terms of an electro-acoustic
simulation of an underwater environment, but rather as a spatial display of our acoustic probing into
the ocean, with diverse media technologies at our disposal. It becomes representative of what I
intend, in choosing sound as a conceptual interface to explore this new eco-aesthetic arena.
CONCLUSIONS
This chapter raises further issues concerning the nature of the aesthetics that we are involved with
in the day and age of the Anthropocene. At this stage, the discussion provides the insertion point for
my contribution to the debate, as it reveals the problems that can arise when our thinking is biased
to a particular mode of perception. For this reason I have chosen to focus on the implications of a
sound related aesthetics in the discussion of a poetics of responsibility. I consider it important to
reflect on these matters from the perspective of a variety of sensory modes. For not only are such
modes the building blocks of human subjectivity and its related existential territories, but also more
generally, they allow us to reassess the boundaries of human space-conception and situated
awareness. It is here that I have identified one important contribution that contemporary media arts
practice can add to the eco-critical discussion in the environmental humanities more generally. It
stems from its capacity to draw its surrounding as dynamic, evolving, and something to engage with
and intervene in. This is different to the concept of nature with its “us/it” divide as criticised by
Morton. The artistic appropriation of existing technologies also questions the anthropocentric
purposefulness of such technology and the orientational focus of its application. We shall see in the
following chapter how these aesthetic implications relate more specifically to contemporary media
arts practice when I discuss in more detail the political media arts practice of tactical media.
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2. Fluid Thinking in Waves – Art, Politics & Tactical Media
Because whoever predicts dryness can expect damp. – ADILKNO (1992)
I cue you. – DFM (in: ADILKNO 1996)

In this chapter I examine the relationship between aesthetics, politics and technology in the context
of a contemporary media arts practice and how this contributes to the quest for a poetics of
responsibility in the age of Anthropocene. I am considering the contemporary media arts practice
that is today widely known as tactical media (TM). Throughout the research process for this
chapter, metaphors of “wet,”“liquid,” and “fluid” were frequently provoked. This has become a
current flowing through my elaborations on TM as a contemporary political (media) arts practice
and its related social discourse.
Wet thinking is the opposite of “dry thinking” (Carter 2008), which the philosopher and artist Paul
Carter critiques as the de-materialisation of the medium of thinking.20 While Carter's focus here is
on the medium of language, the critique he offers ties in with his wider theories of creative research,
which he subsumes under the concept of material thinking (Carter 2004a). With reference to the
Italian 18th century philosopher Giambattista Vico, Carter emphasises the notion of the mind as
more than the product of mere thinking. The mind is rooted in the interactions with the world that
the thinking person dwells within. Wet thinking, he argues, would more strongly attach its
metaphors to the places where they originate. For Carter, one consequence of such a thinking
practice would be that the thinkers could be held more responsible for the consequences of the
metaphors they employ in their thinking (Carter 2008).
Taking this in a similar direction, but from within political media theory, the Dutch theory
20

The expression “wet thinking” is based on my English translation from the German quote “feuchtes Denken” as the
article I am referring to from Paul Carter is published in German. See: Carter, Paul (2008).
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collective ADILKNO/BILWET refers to the notion of wet as the “human remnant” in the virtuality
of cyberspace. ADILKNO develops this idea in its critique of totalitarian visions of cyberspace.
Illustrative examples for this can be found in the Kurzweilian 'singularity'21 supported by the
Internet giant Google or its Realpolitik applications in, for instance, the Shengen Information
System (SIS) by the European Union.22 Wet here becomes a recalcitrant element in the unifying and
all-encompassing cyberspace, where software and hardware are meant to “magically evoke the
Higher” while the human becomes a “wet bag” and appendage to the machine; or, according to
ADILKNO, wetware (ADILKNO 1992a/b).
ADILKNO uses the term wetware in a different way, than what the American computer science
professor and science fiction author Rudy Rucker, who originally coined it, intended. Rucker saw it
as a collection within yet another engineering revolution to be delivered in the realm of computer
hardware and software – like chips in the brain or organ transplants and prostheses that replace or
extend bodily functions. Re-interpreted by ADILKNO and relocated in their critical assessment of
the technological present, the notion of wetware reinforces essentially human qualities, rather than
focussing on the human subject as a potentate mastering the machinic surroundings. This concept
does not translate into the images of all-too-often rather “dust free” and gated communities of future
online scenarios. For ADILKNO's wetware, the human body “with its thin skin, hard bones and
sticky fluids, … can be reasonably well defined as a problematic water management system whose
boundaries are fluid”. At the junction with cyberspace it becomes “a watery appendage that must
21

Ray Kurzweil is a futurist and Director of Engineering at Google Inc. His idea of singularity relates existing concepts
of, for instance, gravitational singularity with digital technology. Based on his assumption of an ever increasing
advancement of Artificial Intelligence (AI), Kurzweil predicts that soon AI will represent a “greater-than-human
intelligence”. According to Kurzweil, once this tipping point is reached, the future course of human history is
unpredictable. See: Kurzweil, Ray (2005).
22
SIS is a governmental database used by European countries to maintain and distribute information on individuals and
pieces of property of interest. For example, crime related to attempted border crossings would be included.
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adjust as well as it can to the digital conditions of electronic data traffic” (ADILKNO 1992b).
Although it could seem ironic to apply Carter's emphasis, on the rootedness of thinking in place, to
the “translocalness” of the contemporary media realm, my understanding is that both Carter and
ADILKNO share a common concern, aside from their attraction for wet and fluids as a metaphor.
The commonality that I would like to stress here is the political implications of dry thinking. It is
also about how- contrary to this - a worldly embeddedness of thought, even when entering media
environments, is being informed by certain media arts practices that engage with the virtual. As
stated earlier, it is my aim in this chapter to examine a political media arts practice that I have
identified as noteyworthy in this regard, namely tactical media (TM). By choosing a particular
stream of TM, I will discuss how the legacy of this practice can contribute to the wider quest for a
poetics of responsibility in the Anthropocene. I will also address the relevance that I believe this
practice has for creative research in the academic field.
I have opted for TM, because it represents a phenomenon that I like to depict as fluid thinking in
waves. I use waves as a metaphor for media in reference to radio waves, as well as in the realm of
social dynamics, where the reference is to social waves. TM, as a political art form born out of
cheap and DIY electronic and digital technology, considers the political not only as a subject matter
for artistic expression. It also draws attention to the relevance of its methods – experimenting with
its own modes of social organisation. TM artists attach themselves to their carrier medium and
follow their flow. Just as radio waves, on their emission trajectory, are oblivious to political
borders, TM practice experiments in the political imagination in a media-space-time setting inspired
by the technological possibilities of new media. As a consequence, theoretical reflection is seen as a
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collective effort stemming from within the movement.23 And this spirit is what I aim to capture with
the image of fluid thinking in waves.
Although TM is often criticised as “fleeting eventfulness” (Dieter 2011) – by which is meant that it
is often not capable to create any legacy beyond the actual event of the activist intervention -resembles for me what Jacques Rancière has described as “communities of sense” (Rancière 2009).
Rancière sees communities of sense as a fluctuating being-together based on temporary solidarities
that are constantly renegotiated through disagreement. Each of these temporary solidarities is bound
together by certain practices, forms of visibility, and patterns of intelligibility, rather than “by some
common feeling” (Rancière 2009, p. 31). This is where TM, with its DIY approach on one hand and
its tactical modi operandi of “'temporary consensus zones' based on unexpected alliances” (Lovink
2002, p. 271) on the other hand, generates communities of sense par excellence.
Rancière sees no real separation between the realm of aesthetics and the realm of politics. He argues
that an aesthetic dimension is inherent in any political project. Aesthetic, in Rancière’s analysis
does not refer to beauty in the classical sense. Rather, in line with the work of Bruno Latour, the
reference is to aisthēton: that which is capable of being apprehended by the senses (Latour 2013).
Politics is, by comparison within his analysis, the field of dissensus. In Politics of Aesthetics he
describes a political process as something that “creates a fissure in the sensible order by confronting
the established framework of perception, thought, and action with the 'inadmissible'” (Rancière
2004, p. 85). The distribution of the sensible (“le partage du sensible”) therefore becomes for
Rancière a highly politicised and to be disputed process, that constitutes the status quo of the
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Geert Lovink writes about the update, for instance, as a timely collective effort to revise and further develop working
concepts. As a methodology this differs to the academic model of critique through book publications. See chapter 8:
Updating Tactical Media: Strategies for Media Activism in Geert Lovink (2008).
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sensible order in society. Each status quo installs its system of self-evident facts “on the set
horizons … of what is visible and audible as well as what can be said, thought, made or done”
(Rancière 2004, p. 85). The editors of Communities of Sense (2009)24 write that, according to
Rancière's theory, “far from being a fundamentally apolitical smokescreen … aesthetics can be
taken as the space in which the limits of the political itself are susceptible of being retraced or
redrawn” (Hinderliter et al 2009, p. 19). In an age of rapid climate change and in view of our
ongoing dependency on simulations in this field, I am foremost interested in TM in the context of a
wider quest for a poetics of responsibility. This is in terms of both a political media arts practice and
as an example for communities of 'new sensitivities' -- combining Rancière's political theory with
Latour's post-global aesthetics. In this light I will also expand on the notion of tacticality and what
can be learned from a TM perspective, in discussions that involve creative research and an arts
practice within the context of academia. This is where the connection between tacticality as a
modus operandi and moments of ambiguity from a perspective of a political media arts practice
become particularly evident, and I will discuss this throughout chapter 2. In so doing I am taking
into account the function of ambiguity in Timothy Morton's ecocritical writing, as I discussed in
chapter 1.
TM does not represent a more or less pure art movement comparable to early avant-garde
movements from the beginning of the 20th century. Indeed, artistic practice represents just one of
the ingredients of the movement. Other elements include, for instance, political campaigning, social
activism and software and hardware hacking. One of TM's main characteristics is the formation of
temporary alliances, usually comprised of activist and artistic players. This tends to result in a rather
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“fleeting eventfulness” (Dieter 2011). In recent times this approach of forming temporary alliances
has been criticised from within and without the movement (Lovink, Rossiter, Becker, Dean et al.),
as being too ephemeral and unsustainable in their outcomes. According to Geert Lovink, what sets
TM apart from other current protest movements is that it has a certain form of aesthetic, an
aesthetics that “goes beyond questions of taste” (Lovink 2008, p. 188). It is this sense of aesthetics
and its wider implication that I will unpack below.
The term tactical media appeared in the early 1990s to describe artistic, political, activist and
cultural practices that sought to explore the tactical possibilities of consumer electronics, as a
means of organisation and social mobilisation. Although TM includes alternative media, it is not
restricted to that category. Lovink recalls that the term was initially introduced “to disrupt and go
beyond the rigid dichotomies that have restricted thinking in this area for so long” (Lovink 2002, p.
256). The Austrian media theorist, Felix Stalder states that to date tactical media may have been so
successful in establishing new political and media practices, that many media artists and activists
would not be aware that what they are doing could be considered as tactical media. For Stalder the
downside of this success is that TM can no longer serve as a “distinctive approach that would define
a particular community” (Stalder 2008).
Although the term is still widely employed within media arts festivals25 as well as in academic
discourse concerning critical media theory, TM's critical focus has shifted towards the examination
of communicative and cognitive capitalism and its online manifestations (Dean, Becker, Lovink,
Berardi et al). Looking at it today one could state that TM, with the Internet at its disposal, has
become a label to describe independent media practices from around the globe, ranging from open
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source software projects to computer games. I have chosen to concentrate on its manifestation in
Amsterdam from the early 1990s as my starting point. I have done so for two reasons. Firstly, I
personally encountered many of its protagonists, and this provided me with deep insights into the
spatio-temporal and social dynamics of the TM scene in the 1990s. Although I will limit this
discussion to the theoretical work of Geert Lovink, these encounters with other individuals proved
invaluable in assisting me to better contextualise Lovink's writing. Secondly, I am particularly
interested in this scene because of the stimulating intellectual climate that it provides. I have in the
past and continue to embrace the strong experimental audio tradition of the Amsterdam independent
media scene, starting with free radio and early netaudio initiatives. The stimulating TM environment
in Amsterdam is reflected in the works of theorists like Lovink and theory collectives like
ADILKNO, of which Lovink is a member. This has resulted in a wealth of innovative media theory
and practice. Taking a closer look at the beginnings of the movement allowed me to understand its
original and formative influences, and to understand the collective learning curve that has
developed into what we today know as TM. Lovink's theoretical work evolved out of his
engagement with the Amsterdam squatting movement, which he believes has been greatly shaped
by offset print technology and the do-it-yourself building of radio transmitters. I focus on the radio
aspect. Against the background of radio channels layered on top of the actual Amsterdam canal
system, tactical media initiatives started to explore the world wide web and beyond. This presents
another aspect, which ties in with what I am attempting to depict as a form of fluid thinking in
waves.
This chapter is divided in two main parts. In the first part I introduce TM, following the
developments in Amsterdam in 1990s. I use examples of TM practices in order to further illustrate
the connections that I see within the two theoretical concepts already discussed: Latour's post67

global aesthetics and Rancière's politics of the sensible and communities of sense. In the second
part I will focus specifically on TM as an artistic practice, and the notion of tacticality within an arts
context. I will relate this to the environmental discussion in the humanities which I developed in
chapter 1. Through an example I ill present TM's media practices as tactical communities of sense,
tapping into potentially post-human forms of experience.26 The wider context for my discussion in
this chapter will question the role, form and modus operandi of a political (media) arts practice in
the field of contemporary arts, and the political function of creative research within academia.
2.1. TACTICAL MEDIA ARE HERE TO STAY
My first encounter with TM was in 1999 when I was an undergraduate student in Media Arts &
Design at the Bauhaus University in Weimar.27 At that time, two events occurred which had a
decisive impact on TM. One was the third edition of the Next Five Minutes festival in Amsterdam
and the other one was the Hybrid Workspace at Documenta X in Kassel. Both events captured the
imagination of a dynamic mix of participating artists, and political, online activists and critics to
create “'temporary consensus zones' based on unexpected alliances” (Lovink 2002, p. 271), for
which TM has become renowned. The writing of theory collective ADILKNO provided an
interesting summary of what happened in Amsterdam, which fed into the wider horizon of TM. In
Cracking the Movement – Squatting beyond the Media28 ADILKNO described the demise of the
squatting movement in Amsterdam. By closely observing the larger dynamics of this heterogeneous
movement, ADILKNO infers that social movements revolve around events, which serve as a
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catalyst to constitutive moments. Once brought into existence by such catalyst moments, the
movement has to go through a struggle to maintain its momentum in a post-event period. The
demise of the squatting movement in Amsterdam coincided with an increasing awareness within the
movement about the role of media work. This came about through the anger and frustration that
members of the squatter movement experienced in their dealings with the regular press. It was also
connected with the establishment of the movement's own media, which, as Lovink pointed out,
began with off-set printing and DIY radio and was soon to involve the Internet. ADILKNO
chronicles the different approaches taken within the squatting movement in response to the question
of how to deal with media. I will concentrate my discussion on one outcome that was to be coined
sovereign media.
The concept of sovereign media (SM) should not be seen as a direct predecessor of TM, but this
certainly influenced a way of thinking about media, which was beneficial to what today is labelled
as TM. In many ways the concept of SM provided a level of reflection that was born out of the
experiences of media initiatives from the squatting movement. According to Lovink, these
initiatives were a step towards overcoming, or at least disrupting, “rigid dichotomies that have
restricted thinking in this area” (Lovink 2002, p. 256). SM aimed to recognise the omnipotence of
the media and to cease to represent an alternative approach to media as counter-cultural or antiestablishment. SM media became sovereign, because any reference to an outside world was
relinquished. This notion single-handedly undercut the strategy of anti-publicity or counterpublics,
which had dominated, and in some respect still is dominating, media understanding within the
progressive left. The anti-publicity position argued for an alternative media concept, designed by
and for a counterpublic, to respond to a dominant media mainstream and its ideologies and publics,
by providing the true other side of the story.
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ADILKNO writes in Cracking the Movement
While the media compress the world and history to screen size, the sovereign media
move in the opposite direction. They suck us into a universe to sail the sea of noise and
to bring the oceanic feeling up to date. For a moment, only media exist. In this transit
space, too, the thing is not to hang around too long so you don’t end up in art or politics,
for the sovereign media’s denial of reality borders on that. (ADILKNO 1994)

In a series of interviews that I conducted for the nEture catalogue (Brüggemeier 2004) T03K, a
Dutch media artist and maintainer of the free media station DFM in Amsterdam, recalls his
involvement during these early days of the free (new) media scene in Amsterdam. Back in the more
belligerent days of squatter radio, he explains, one could often listen to the free radio station up to
the very moment the police broke into the squatted building and destroyed the transmitter. He
quickly adds that there were also more relaxed times, when the squatters started to use their selfbuilt transmitters not for political fighting and activist information, but “just to have some fun”. In
his view, this was the inaugural moment when “the real free radio started” in Amsterdam
(Brüggemeier 2004).
Lovink puts it more broadly, when he states that “the celebration of media freedom in itself [is] a
great political goal” (Lovink 2008, p. 186). Although it would not be accurate to say that sovereign
media was a predecessor of the tactical media movement, it does nonetheless elucidate Lovink's
position when he states that “tactical media is a short-term concept, born out of disgust with
ideology” (Lovink 2008, p. 187). Today TM is associated with groups like the Yes Men or Marko
Peljhan's sustainability Makro Lab, but its roots are in the cultural innovations of radical social
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movements starting from the late 1960s.29 Noteworthy here, too, of course, is the Italian free radio
Radio Alice from Bologna in 1977. Other influences often noted were the early 1980s HIV activists
in the US, “camcorder kamikazes”30 worldwide or the micro radio movement in Japan. And other
zeitgeist coordinates were the fall of the Berlin wall, which resulted in an early orientation of many
TM projects towards post-soviet East Europe. In 1997 activists and media theorists, David Garcia
and Lovink refer in their manifesto pamphlet The ABC of Tactical Media to the French philosopher
Michel de Certeau and his concept of “tactical” or “the tactics of the weak”, which he expounds on
in The Practice of the Everyday Life:
In The Practice of Every Day Life De Certeau analysed popular culture not as a 'domain
of texts or artefacts but rather as a set of practices or operations performed on textual or
text like structures'. He shifted the emphasis from representations in their own right to
the 'uses' of representations. In other words how do we as consumers use the texts and
artefacts that surround us? And the answer, he suggested, was 'tactically'. That is in far
more creative and rebellious ways than had previously been imagined. He described the
process of consumption as a set of tactics by which the weak make use of the strong.
(Lovink & Garcia 1997)

The term tactics or the notion of the tactical implies a militarist connotation, which is widely
associated with the theories of the Prussian soldier and military theorist, Carl von Clausewitz. He
became well-known for his maxim that “war is a continuation of Politik by other means”
(Clausewitz 1976, p. 87). For De Certeau, however, the tactical was more of a rejoinder to
philosopher Michel Foucault's concept of the dispositif used to describe the disciplinary effects
within society. De Certeau's concept of the everyday was defined by his famous distinction between
either a tactical or strategic approach towards it. In this sense it was more like an “anti-discipline”
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This term refers to citizens armed with camcorders that are continually watching the government as demonstrated by
artists like Paul Garrin in his video work Man with a Video Camera (Fuck Vertov) from 1989.
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as theorist Michael Dieter stresses “from the perspective of subjects already caught up in such
machinations of power” (Dieter 2011). TM linked De Certeau's tactics, as the art of the weak, with
the possibilities of cheap electronic and digital consumer culture.
2.2. THE REVOLUTION WILL NOT BE ORGANISED
It is important to emphasise that these activities took place against a background in which the
Internet was rapidly developing into the global system as we know it today. TM succeeded in its
own terms, either through self-critique or mere intuition, to steer clear of the hyperbolic fantasies
surrounding the Internet as the new global mass medium. This euphoric and sometimes new age
rhetoric was more common to the lingo of venture capitalist start-up projects, but occasionally it
slipped into the terminology of art or activist projects. In his PhD thesis from Melbourne
University, Lovink dedicated a whole chapter to the thriving online audio and experimental live
streaming scene of the late 1990s, which manifested around the Xchange mailing list. The Xchange
mailing list was launched by Riga based artists group E-LAB (Rasa Smite, Raitis Smits, Jaanis
Garancs).31 What fascinated Lovink about these early online audio initiatives was that “despite the
steady rollout of broadband and cable modem connections since the late nineties, independent nonprofit streaming media did not witness a breakthrough comparable to the boom in e-mail, chat
rooms, webcams or MP3 swapping” (Lovink 2002b, p. 204). He called it streaming sovereignty,
with reference to ADILKNO's concept of sovereign media, in association with Amsterdam free
radio. Lovink emphasises the self-image of these networks. He associates this with an attitude of
minor collaborations, which arose out of these early online experiments and networking sessions,
and moved into a direction contrary to the buzzing commercial hype of the Internet as the new
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global mass medium market. According to the theorist and streaming media festival organiser Eric
Kluitenberg, SM should be understood as media beyond use. Kluitenberg states, “they should not be
understood as ‘useless’ but rather as ‘without use’” (Kluitenberg 2000). Emancipated from the
demands of functionality or usefulness, they “exist in their own right”. This modus operandi was
made possible due to low cost operation and an interest in operating instead along the margin of the
media landscape.
There are similarities between the concept of SM and that of minor media, coined by theorist and
festival curator Andreas Broeckmann. The latter grew from his reading of Deleuze and Guattari’s
idea of minor literature. Lovink, however, is eager to stress that minor media retains a reference to
a mainstream majority, whereas “the act of declaring sovereignty over one’s own media castings
leaves behind dialectical polarities such as big/small, major/minor, broad/narrow,
alternative/mainstream, pop/elite” (Lovink 2002b, p. 235). In the same 'sovereign' vein, Kluitenberg
also wants his “media without audience” to be understood as not even indirectly focused on the
‘average user’, ‘normal people’ or the ‘Johnsons’. As T03K from DFM rtv International in
Amsterdam puts it: “We are the nobodies and we are listening to each other” (Brüggemeier 2004).
It is thus by not categorising an audience as a “mouldable market segment” that SM, according to
ADILKNO, offers “the ‘royal space’ the other deserves” (ADILKNO 1994).
The artist Tetsuo Kogawa speaks of polymorphous radio and polymedia in this context (Kogawa
1999 & 2000). Taking Guattari's concept of the micro revolution into the urban anonymity and
electronic gadget culture of Tokyo in the 1980s, he became involved in the birth of the Mini-FM
movement in Japan. Kogawa was exposed to New York's 1970s political and media art scene and
became aware of the free media initiatives like Radio Alice in Italy, which had Félix Guattari as one
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of its members.32 He subsequently returned to Japan with the wish to get similar things happening
there. Facing a sophisticated surveillance system and stiff punishment for illegal broadcasting,
Kogawa and his collaborators discovered a loophole in the Japanese radio regulation. He was able
to broadcast below 1 watt, a low wattage intended for the use of, for instance, remote controls or
electronic garage door openers. The group used existing electronic gadgets or toys and connected
proper radio antenna to them as well as designing their own simple DIY circuit boards for one watt,
or even less than 100 milliwatt radio transmitters. They discovered that such a weak transmitter
provided signal strength for an approximately 500m radius, which could reach up to 10.000
potential listeners in a densely populated area like Tokyo. Operating within walking distances had
another profound impact on the way Kogawa and his collaborators started to approach radio
making. It inverted the very idea of broadcasting and became what Kogawa referred to as
narrowcasting.
In a similar spirit to SM's refusal to address some kind of imaginary audience “out there,” Kogawa's
mini-FM encouraged the creation of temporary gatherings where instead of staying home and
tuning in to the station (“don't touch that dial!”), listeners were encouraged to drop by the place
where the transmission was taking place. Inviting listeners to show up at the gatherings became a
narrowcasting policy, which Kogawa prioritised over maintaining an audience of listeners at home.
This was a way “to create Leiblichkeit” (bodiliness) as Kogawa put it, referencing the philosopher
Martin Heidegger. Mini-FM struck a chord with the anonymous urban everyday life in Tokyo and it
became a popular movement. At its peak it included more than 700 active stations run by a variety
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of social groups like students, musicians or house wives, each with their own interests and reasons
for operating.33
In Kogawa’s view communication was a “structural coupling”.34 The separation between
transmitter and receiver was for him merely a political operation, because technically, there was no
separation between them. Every radio receiver simultaneously transmits as well as receiving radio
signals. Kogawa's polymedia or polymorphous radio is a tactical re-appropriation of the medium of
radio waves. It also describes the polymorphous and networked form of embedded bodiliness,
which might contain within it a (re-)defining moment for radio in the age of the Internet. With the
emergence of the Internet, Kogawa's micro-radio activities moved online. Apart from his continuing
artistic performances using his self-built radio transmitter, he also became interested in
collaborative Internet live streaming.35 In his view a micro but polymorphous radio practice would
not reject global media but would instead use them for linking and networking. Kogawa perceived
the emancipating potential of such micro media practices less in terms of the ability to become
more rooted in the local but more from the perspective of being translocal and thereby subverting
existing stereotypical notions of belonging and identity. For him micro media practices are means to
create forms of “being in exile” (Kogawa 1995). Kogawa's micro translocal radio then provided a
bottom-up approach to what the architect Rem Koolhaas calls the XL strategy of urban planning.
For Koolhaas the XL strategy has been the escape route from unpretentious petit bourgeois politics
and its bureaucratic regulatory regimes in architecture (Koolhaas & Mau 1995). However, in
33
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Kogawa’s view micro polymorphous radio goes even further than this. At the same time as online
syndication increases, electronic media like radio, television and telephone are becoming more
redundant. Kogawa, however, looks forward to this, because, in another Heidegger inspired twist, to
come to an end would suggest completion and “the place in which the whole of history is gathered
in its most extreme possibility” (Kogawa 1995). By connecting with global media, a micro and
polymedia practice can potentially influence global media to become polymorphous and diverse.
For Kogawa this could happen not only on a content level but also in the ways it creates
Leiblichkeit (bodiliness).
At this point I would like to emphasise that the obvious connection between Kogawa's activities and
De Certeau's notion of the tactical as the “art of the weak” (De Certeau 1984, p.37). This provides a
good example of the spirit of the TM movement. It also emphasises the aspect of multiplicity
favoured both by De Certeau and the TM movement.
As I stated earlier, ADILKNO's concept of SM is important to furthering an understanding of the
origins of Lovink's aesthetic preferences, and his ongoing writing on TM. Through comparing SM,
TM and Kogawa's polymedia, with their search for polymorphous zones of encounter, I argue that
one can observe that they all exemplify a “politics by other means” (Lovink & Richardson 2001).
In this case the use of artistic means and methodologies is often implied. The decisive difference
between them concerns the degree that they directly or indirectly refer to the majority in their media
practice and in the forms of encounter they pursue. In SM “all surviving imaginary ties with truth,
reality and representation” have been cut, but TM is about “rebellious users of the mass media
universe, whose messages they jam and hijack” (Lovink & Richardson 2001). TM, however, still
relies on an opposite to provide a contrast to its own approach. “A fake GW Bush page by RTMark
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cannot exist without the 'authentic' one, which it parodies without reserve”, as Lovink and Joanne
Richardson point out in Notes on Sovereign Media (Lovink & Richardson 2001). SM is “less a
conceptual project, but rather an aesthetic wandering”, whereas TM creates a “system of
disinformation” in which truth does not appear as a “database full of facts” but as a “brief moment
of revelation, popping up out of the (collective) unconscious” (Lovink & Richardson 2001).
Although TM have given up “the masses”, the movement still aims to influence the consciousness
of a minority, “by conducting a politics by other means, a politics that has surpassed itself and
become an art form”. Lovink and Richardson comment that compared to other media strategies TM
does not “wage counter-propaganda, but propaganda of the hoax” (Lovink & Richardson 2001).
They assert that this is the closest that TM gets to the tradition of the artistic avant-gardes of the
20th century.
Lovink followed and studied diverse TM activities and their projects off-springs worldwide, as well
as related areas of network culture such as the blogosphere, over many years. He is also fully aware
of the limitations of this micro and highly flexible approach to the media side of social movements,
because of the lack of any long term and durable infrastructure. The result is a kind of “shorttermism” and a “fleeting eventfulness” (Dieter 2011), over any lasting provocation that might bring
actual systemic change. This is an observation that has been expressed by a number of theorists
(Becker, Dean et al). In Dawn of the Organised Networks (2005) he and Ned Rossiter compare TM
with “modders” in the computer game community. The term “modders” refers to the slang
expression for “modifying” in gaming, which describes end-users who modify the hardware or
software to perform a function not originally intended by the designer or the manufacturing
company. According to Lovink and Rossiter, TM and modders “both dispense with their knowledge
of loop holes in the system for free”. First they point out the problem, but then they run away and
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leave the system with a gratis “home improvement” (Lovink & Rossiter 2005). This critique relates
to the frustration, from an activist's point of view, that we as a society are currently able to vividly
imagine the end of the world in various forms, but do not seem to be able to imagine the end of
capitalism in the near future (Jameson 2003).36 Reflecting on the relationship between politics as an
art form and the tactical DIY practice of TM, Lovink leaves no doubts that TM, with its micro
media approach, is a double-sided process. He concludes that “the Revolution will not be
Organized.” In Dark Fiber he wrote
The crisis of the Organization is the “condition humaine” of the outgoing media age.
Not anymore as a Party, a Movement, or a Business, … new forms of organization may
be highly invisible and not focused on institutionlization in the first place. These small
and informal communities easily come apart and regroup in order to prevent the group
from being fixed to a certain identity. (Lovink 2002, p. 260, emphasis mine)

For Lovink such social myth (Sorel) of a Party or a Movement is unlikely to evolve out of the
current techno-social environment, although in the present age we do need to develop concepts that
can encourage organised networks.
2.3. ART METHODOLOGIES AND IMAGINATIVE FLUIDITY
The artist and theorist, Matthew Fuller, provides a slight twist on the notion of “politics by other
means,” though sharing a similar spirit, when he states that “art is no longer only art” (Fuller 2008).
Fuller was associated with the artist group mongrel from the UK that is associated with the TM
movement. He extends Lovink and Richardson's statement that politics, particularly in the highly
mediated everyday of the Internet age, has “become an art form” in itself. Fuller claims that art
methodologies have “leaked out sideways” (Fuller 2008) from the arena of the arts. Although Fuller
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does not explicitly mention TM as a practice in his article, I suggest that TM exemplifies his
argument. Writing in Art Methodologies in Media Ecology, he states
Its methods are recapitulated, ooze out and become feral in combination with other
forms of life. Art methodologies convey art’s capacities to enact a live process in the
world, launching sensorial particles and other conjunctions in ways and combinations
that renew their powers of disturbance and vision. (Fuller 2008)

By drawing a distinction between art methodologies and art systems, Fuller is aiming to prevail
over the “outworn paradox” (Fuller 2008) of art systems oscillating between the boundaries of life
and an art binary. Resonating with my figure of fluid thinking in waves, Fuller employs fluid
metaphors to illustrate his point. He refers to art methodologies which “ooze out” and at another
point “leak out sideways”. This plays on the notion of unexpected incontinence, in a similar way to
ADILKNO's wetware and its notion of the human as a “problematic water management system”
(ADILKNO 1992b). At the same time, Fuller's vocabulary encompasses a sense of flexibility that
helps him to go beyond the rigid dichotomies of art systems. I argue that the fluidity of these
metaphors conveys an enthusiasm to shift shape, in a tactical sense. The mental flexibility intrinsic
to a tactical mode of enquiry, which looks at politics as “an art form in itself” (Lovink &
Richardson 2001), helps to overcome rigid dichotomies of binary thinking. In my view, it does this
in a way that involves fluid thinking in waves because Fuller’s vocabulary suggests a way of
thinking that is tactically pondering between the sensory experience and its political context. This
tactical approach makes the TM attitude different to, for instance, a media extended version of the
concept of the social sculpture by the artist Joseph Beuys.37 I further suggest a connection in the
political media arts practice of TM between Latour's post-global aesthetics and what Lovink has
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identified as “the unavoidable trend of becoming micro” (Lovink 2002b, p. 236) in the Internet age.
Lovink's “radical media pragmatism” resonates with what Latour criticises on a formal level in his
post-global aesthetics. The main problem for Latour with this image of the global is that it not only
represents a certain idea, but an ideal of an idea, that does not match reality. In a similar way
debunks Lovink the hyped notion of the Internet as the global communication medium when he
states that in reality as a media practice being online includes the “unavoidable trend of becoming
micro” (Lovink 2002b, p. 236).
2.4. ART & POLITICS
The debate about the political role of art is an extensive one, and it is beyond the scope of thesis to
present here its full complexity. In The Real Experiment (1983), artist Allan Kaprow argued that it
could be traced back to ancient Rome. He encapsulated the issue as the split between what he
coined artlike art and lifelike art. Where the lifelike art position was taken by Kaprow himself
among others, the critic Clement Greenberg came to represent the artlike art position. General
reading about this discussion would associate a more politicised mode of art production with the
former and a depoliticised and l'art pour l'art stance with the later stance. By acknowledging that
there is more complexity to this debate, the artist and theorist Alana Jelinek argued, in This is Not
Art, that the rigidity of this supposed dichotomy between lifelike and artlike art is based on a more
or less simplistic misreading of Immanuel Kant's Critique of Judgement from 1790. According to
the art historian, Robert J. Yanal, the division between art and life is not necessarily present in
Kant's writing. Rather, it was created through a reductive 20th century interpretation, which has
been reproduced ever since. Jelinek uses this as an example to support her critique of the
institutional art world and its obsession with a binary way of thinking. She sees this as being
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contrary to the art world's pleas for art to be viewed as a means of nuanced and diversified world
views. For Jelinek, the debate concerning political art practices would not only revolve around
simplistic good/bad and powerful/powerless binaries, but also would “fail to recognise radicalism
and subversion when it happens in another register” (Jelinek 2013, p. 94). The problem for Jelinek
is twofold. Firstly, after the end of the Cold War and in the time of the rise of neoliberalism, such
either/or terms would be insufficient to address power structures as they currently operate. This is
something Jelinek also recognises, for instance, in de Certeau's tactics of the weak, which reinforces
the binary of powerful and strategic versus powerless and tactical. Secondly, and even more crucial
for her, is the notion that these are only symptoms of a larger underlying structural issue of the
institutional art world. She argues that the latter has, at its very core, given in to neoliberal values,
which are filling in for the art world's inherent lack of “endogenous disciplinary value” (Jelinek
2013, p. 151). Admitting that she is arguing from a “doggedly London perspective” (Jelinek 2013,
p. 4), she finds that the problem with political art practice and artists working with a communitybased, dialogic, activist or self-consciously ethical practice is that this is still reliant on an
institutional framework. She notes that this is based on set assumptions and an operational mode,
which in the long run will have a restraining influence on art practice. Her assertion leads her to two
conclusions. Her first conclusion, on the level of an institutional critique, is that a disciplinary code
has to be found for art, analogous to the way one associates philosophy, or any other knowledge
based discipline, with the search for truth. Her second conclusion is more directed towards artists
and the production of art. Jelinek affirms the need for more complex and nuanced stories in order to
combat the binary mode of thinking currently present in the institutional setting of the art world.
Here Jelinek basically resorts to a Foucauldian trope that there is no external a priori that proceeds
from a known or assumed cause, and that each of us is replicating power structures within us. By
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relating this notion back to her institutional critique, Jelinek is eager to stress the empowering
aspect of a disciplinary code for the arts, which for her lies in its rather egalitarian moment. Such a
code would, in her view, have to be set by the whole community of involved practitioners as
constituents of the art world, and not only by a controlling minority. This is different to any third
way approaches by cultural theorists like Boris Groys, which Jelinek views as being based on a
misconception of Foucault's theory. Proposing to bring the alternative into the market mainstream
would, in her view, not abandon the idea of alternatives in a Foucauldian sense. This is because the
nature of neoliberalism ensures that the “'alternative' is always already part of the art world and
society” (Jelinek 2013, p. 68). She suggests instead that it would not only be the particular role of a
political art practice to address subtleties in order to disrupt “systems of power that normalise
inequality and orthodoxy” (Jelinek 2013, p. 12), but also more generally to treat nuance and
complexity as endogenous values of art. This inherently undermines orthodoxy – whether it is of
the market or of other social or political tendencies.
Contrasting Jelinek's institutional critique of the art world with the critique of TM as an ineffective
tool for long-term political change,38 does leave one wondering where the impact of critical art
practices lies. I would also argue that TM initiatives would not successfully provide strategies to
contest an unleashed neoliberalism. Indeed this might be beyond the scope of TM initiatives.
Focussing my discussion on contemporary art and forms of political (media) art practice, I see the
impact of TM in terms of its ability to highlight important practical examples of, for instance, a
post-global aesthetics, which negotiates aesthetic developments. Such developments might in the
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In 2009 introduced Konrad Becker, director of the Institute for New Culture Technologies/t0, the Critical Strategies
in Art and Media Discussion discussion with the following provocation: “not only is art dead but also activism has
not moved for a while and starts to smell funny.” <https://www.mail-archive.com/nettimel@kein.org/msg01848.html> Viewed: 27 March 2015. Other criticism was voiced by Kirsten Fokert (2008).
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long run help to perceive, acknowledge and fully actualise the embeddedness of the human species
in the wider ecological planetary system. These media and social practices demarcate an in-between
institutional and social terrain that serves as the incubator for experiments of “politics by other
means” (Richardson & Lovink 2001). They also serve to question what a politics in the network age
of the Anthropocene can look and feel like.
It is from this angle that I turn to the discussion about the political role of contemporary art today,
in order to suggest the contribution that TM practice makes. I am aware that this might seem odd,
because the idiosyncrasy of TM lies in the fact that the production of art is only one of many
streams within the movement. However, I consider it valid, because my interest here is to examine
what the wider notion of tacticality, as demonstrated by TM initiatives, can contribute to this
discussion. I am also interested in what this means for an arts and creative research practice in the
academic field.
And it is in this light that I want to come back to Jelinek's critique of De Certeau's adherence to
tactical/strategic binary. Let me reiterate the two main propositions that her critique is centred on.
The first concerns the connection of a binary mode of thinking and neoliberal values. For Jelinek
the art world is dominated by a binary mode of thinking resulting from the lack of defined
institutional ethical values and being, and is instead, market-driven. The second proposition is her
emphasis on the Foucauldian notion that there is no a priori outside of the system, with its
neoliberal values. Taking Jelinek's twin propositions for granted, however, I do not consider that the
TM practice presented so far, and particularly my TM inspired figure of fluid thinking in waves,
reinforces a binary mode of thinking. Rather I would assert that the tactical employment of
moments of ambiguity in a TM context can provide not only a convincing artistic strategy but also a
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challenge to rigid and binary thinking. I will further elaborate on this below.
2.5. WE ARE IN THIS TOGETHER
Before I come back to Jelinek's critique of de Certeau, I want to provide two examples for Fuller's
assertion about the promiscuity of art methodologies with other life forms. In Fuller’s view art
methodologies require attention in order to traverse “from one scalar reality or set of selves or
relation of dimensionality across to others” (Fuller 2008). By considering Kaprow's play on art as
dependent upon non-art -- if not in fact inherent in non-art -- Fuller observes that the different art
systems with their “familiar media ecologies of gallery, press release, collection, blurb, statement,
magazines, reviews, prices, festivals, sponsorships and so on” are missing out on what is “leaking
out sideways” from the rather outworn paradoxes of contemporary art (Fuller 2008). Fuller reminds
his readers that when a cleaner in a museum accidentally cleaned an exhibited bathtub, it was the
artists themselves who laughed the loudest. As Kaprow states in Essays on the Blurring of Art and
Life “attention alters what is attended” (Kaprow 1993, p. 236). In Fullers analysis the work of art
methodologies does not stop at the art/non-art binary. Fuller remarks that to pay attention means
to ask in what way is it possible to set up fields or domains of resonance with others?
(animals, social processes, visualisation systems, soap, water, hands) as if for the first
time, at which point everything needs be taken in account but also with the knowledge
of practice, of tacit everydayness. [sic] (Fuller 2008)

To illustrate Fuller's point here I will provide two examples. The first one is the emerging
“mosquito” ringing tones that could be considered an everyday case and “classic” example of the
tactical and rebellious use of technology. Originally developed by Howard Stapleton, these were
intended to repel teens from problem areas in England. Stapleton, “who one day in his childhood
became fascinated at his fathers’ warehouse when he was unable to tolerate high pitched sounds
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from welding equipment” (Mosquito Ringtones 2008), became even more fascinated when he
realised that the welders in the warehouse seemed not to notice anything. The Mosquito Teen
Repeller was born, a device that emits a high pitch mosquito-like sound that is only audible to the
hearing range of a teenager. English shop owners successfully employed it to disperse teenager
from their shopfronts and restaurants. Although it is uncertain who first found a way to use this
noise on cell phones, the result was that teenagers started to use the same technology to “silently”
transmit and receive text messages and phone calls in class without the teacher being able to hear
them. The last line of the article Teens Treated Like Pests Fight Back on the Mosquito ringtone
website states: “Whether this usage can be called a rebellion, or a cruel manipulation, I think it’s
appropriate to say what goes around comes around!” (Mosquito Ringtones 2008)
The second example is provided by Fuller himself when discussing art for animals. It refers to the
project Ichthyophonie / PanGea by the artist Louis Bec, which is currently still in planning. The
idea is to develop a communication network between two families of fish using electric signalling
and echo-perception for communication and wayfinding. The proposed work would involve the
Mormyrids located in South America and the Gymnarchids from West and Central Africa.
Originally these two families were related, but they got split apart by the movement of continental
plates as they broke from the early super-continent, PanGea (or Panagea). Fuller writes
As yet unrealised, the plan involves setting a network of sensors / actuators in the
habitats of these fish which are to be connected to each other via internet. This would
allow the communicatory behaviours of these fish, at least those transferable by such
means, to enter into some kind of sense of co-location with the possibility for sensorial
interplay: perhaps, evoking and probing remnants of shared signalling; or perhaps
simply adding a small sizzle of now meaningless noise to a particular patch of water.
Perhaps too, it is something else, a paradox: something that tickles the fishes’ curiosity,
changes the economy of their attention, dislocating their access to the virtual. (Fuller
2008)
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Although Bec is not considered a typical TM artist, I find this example representative for the tactical
use of technology of TM and congruent with an art practice that I describe as fluid thinking in
waves. It highlights the combination of creative and subversive misuse of a given technology that
consequently follows through on the potential inherent in the technology. The end result is that
existing social norms are being questioned. In this case the questioning relates to the
anthropocentric values that are deep-rooted in the design of technology and its user groups and area
of application and also the anthropocentric values intrinsic to art reception. It asks the question: art
for whom? With art for animals, Fuller stresses, that the focus is not on human reception as the
priority. This does not mean that the art market or other art system would not eventually find ways
and means to integrate it sooner or later. However, it is art methodologies and their “unreadiness”
that allow for their composition with other techniques of working and their proliferation with other
life forms. Whether these technologically amplified capacities or analogue sensitivities really leap
into the sensual, semiotic and world making powers of animals, is something that also “needs to be
left outside, to see what happens” (Fuller 2008).
Instead of following Jelinek's quest for a better defined disciplinary code, Fuller aligns himself with
the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze's concept of the coupling of art with ecology. In Fuller's
reading, this requires a way of “recognising culture beyond man” (Fuller 2008). He points out that
if art begins with the animal – “the coevolutionary coupling between organism and place” – it
requires something more than twitches in the nervous system (Fuller 2008). The key here is
reflexivity as “recognition of sensation by sensation generates intelligence” similar to how a
“melody itself instigates pattern finding” (Fuller 2008). Art methodologies then become, for Fuller,
something that allows him to talk about an endogenous quality of art without getting caught up in
the art systems and their art/non-art dissent. What he sees as inherent to art, is a “set of internally
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differentiating symbiotic tendencies and capacities” (Fuller 2008). Methods mean for him, in a
Deleuzian sense, “procedures, regimes, tricks on the self, which allow us to get beyond everyday
perception and the rule of the commonplace” (Fuller 2008). In this way art methodologies go
beneath the rather sharp categorical edge found even in Deleuze and Guattari's writing. They, for
instance, would not consider pictures produced by the insane or by children to be properly named
art.
The connection that I would like to emphasise here is between Fuller's art methodologies,
Rancière's communities of sense, as well as De Certeau's tacticality of the everyday. It lies in the
repertoire of these artistic tricks of a political media arts practice like TM employed in order to
create domains of resonance with others. My figure of fluid thinking in waves denotes a media arts
practice (and creative research in academia) that combines reflexivity with a tactical and pragmatic
approach in order to go beyond rigid dichotomies of binary thinking and disciplinary boundaries. In
other words, it is leaking out sideways.
This resonates with Jelinek's critique of the inability of the institution art world “to recognise
radicalism and subversion when it happens in another register” (Jelinek 2013, p. 94). Jelinek would
be eager to stress that we are already caught up in “the art systems and their art/non-art dissent”. I
will now examine to what degree a tactical approach could be considered as a reasonable, as well as
a pragmatic, stance in maintaining a critical position within the institutional context. Jelinek's
critique of the binary mode of the art world provides an interesting frame through which to enter
this theoretical debate about political art.
Art critic Claire Bishop provides a critical assessment of the work of British artist Liam Gillick in
her article Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics. In a direct and biting response to this article
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Gillick writes that “we are going to have to work hard to find new progressive models in a text that
instead relies on melancholy and failure in art as a comforting reinforcement of existing social
models” (Gillick 2006, p. 99). Bishop, herself, combines in her theoretical work a fondness for what
classically would fall under the lifelike art tradition (of artists such as Thomas Hirschhorn or
Santiago Sierra) with her reading of continental critical theory (particularly Jacques Rancière). Yet,
she ultimately settles for a rather conservative proposition wherein the spheres of the aesthetics and
the social are seen as “mutually exclusive”. Within this proposition, aesthetics is “an autonomous
regime of experience that is not reducible to logic, reason or morality” (Bishop 2012a, p. 18).
Gillick continues in his response to Bishop by proposing that “things get truly interesting when art
goes beyond a reflection of the rejected choices of the dominant culture and attempts to address the
actual processes that shape our contemporary environment” (Gillick 2006, p. 100). In his
presentation at the 2009 Creative Time Summit - On Revolutions in Public Practice, Gillick expands
on his views by discussing what these progressive models look like and which role a politically
aware art form is playing. He stresses that such an art practice would lead “towards the recognition
and tension between different ways of occupying time and does not rely on an analysis of forms and
how they might be consumed alone” (Gillick 2009). This goes beyond the mere addressing of the
conditions under which “a sense of contemporary life is produced” (Gillick 2009).
The key word to which Gillick keeps returning in his presentation is ambiguity, which recalls the
ecological thinking of Timothy Morton. Morton, as we saw, inspired by Levinas' phenomenology,
stresses the role of ambiguity through espousing what he sees as the darker side of ecology. For
Morton the profound experience of moments of ambiguity forms the catalyst that sparks the
impulse to start caring for anything other than oneself. In Gillick's view, ambiguity can become a
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political weapon in an artistic context. This is because it shows the operation of a critical art
practice which functions with an awareness of its institutional setting. Further expanding on this, he
states:
Ambiguity is not the subject of the work itself in this case, it is an effect that is
perceived when an artwork not merely mirrors the dominant culture but attempts to
address the current state of labour and social relations as the subject of art itself. …
Ambiguity functions in an art context as a political weapon when it engages with
practices that are not limited to the hyper-differentiation of the art context but looks
instead at modes of work and production. … It is in fact a series of starting points that
require concentration on new models of production in order to understand what is yet to
be produced. (Gillick 2009)

Gillick's position as an advocate for ambiguity as a political weapon in an art context supports
Jelinek's critique of the binary thinking in art categories that would “fail to recognise radicalism and
subversion when it happens in another register” (Jelinek 2013, p. 94). It also expresses, in my
reading, a tactical notion in its approach. This resonates with Lovink's description of a TM approach
to create “'temporary consensus zones'” (Lovink 2002, p. 271), in order, according to Gillick, “to
understand what yet is to be produced” (Gillick 2009). Both of these positions echo, I suggest, a
crucial understanding of the tactical in the contemporary presence that resonates with the figure of
fluid thinking in waves. Therefore my response to Jelinek's argument that the De Certeauian
tacticality would still reiterate certain binary modes of thinking is twofold. Looking at it in a strictly
deductive theoretical manner, Jelinek's critique of De Certeau might stand up by virtue of her
institutional critique. I have, however, identified two aspects wherein I disagree with her critique of
the tactical. The first aspect concerns the connection between the tactical and moments of
ambiguity, which I identify in the ecocritical writing of Morton as well as in the political analysis of
the inner and outer life of power structures by Foucault. In my interpretation of Gillick's position, it
is this connection between the tactical and moments of ambiguity that can become an effective
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“political weapon” in an artistic context. I find the second circumstance located in the temporal
aspect of the tactical as presented here in the case of TM. I do not see the rigidity of this binary of
tactic/strategic or powerless/powerful to be particular relevant here, due to the highly transitory
nature of the “fleeting eventfulness” of TM (Dieter 2011). Instead, I find the short and rather
transitory nature of these tactical communities of sense and their “temporal consensus zones”
(Lovink 2002, p. 271) actually counters the formation of overly static forms of group identities. As
the Australian theorist Ned Rossiter fleshes out in Organized Networks: Media Theory, Creative
Labour, New Institutions, tactics are the legitimate “source of renewal ... without the tactical,
organised networks collapse into stasis” (Rossiter 2006, p. 23). It is in a similar tactical spirit that
Gillick debunks, for instance, the usefulness of the term contemporary art. This is both because it
has undermined the differentiation of present practices and more importantly because its focus on
inclusiveness prevents a critique of “what art is and more importantly what comes next” (Gillick
2012). At the same time, Gillick is well aware that the boycott is not an option anymore, because
strikes and protests will be ultimately included in the operation of the art world and to move against
the stream becomes tricky, because “it goes in every direction”. At this point, one could assume that
history has come full circle. The lifelike art tradition, at least as Gillick suggests, has come to the
conclusion that within the dominating context of the contemporary, it is time to again separate these
other social activities from the “contemporary art context” as “they do not share its desires,
projections, and results” (Gillick 2012). When Gillick states that moving against the stream has
become tricky as it “moves in every direction” (Gillick 2012), this indicates to me an understanding
of the tactical and of fluid thinking in waves, that is cognisant of the often conceptually slippery and
contradictory nature of the contemporary. Becoming tactical here becomes a rather pragmatic
choice because in its fleeting nature it is most flexible in adapting to such difficult political
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situations of the present. Becoming tactical requires being open to effectively utilising the moments
of ambiguity arising from the contemporary situation that we are facing. Although TM has been
criticised for being institutionalised by the art world (Fokert 2008), I consider it as a proven and
valuable methodology, and a source of inspiration for critical art practice, as well as for creative
research, in the humanities. The question here is not about finding a one-size-fits-all solution; but as
I have argued TM's advantages outweigh its disadvantages. Further, and equally important, being
tactical allows for moments to pause and to take a breath in order “to recover from the weight of
contradictory circumstances” (Gillick 2009).
2.6. CONCLUSIONS
Based on the understanding I have gained from media art practices like TM, I conclude that Latour's
post-global aesthetics provides a positive step towards a poetics of responsibility. It might seem
counter-intuitive to advocate a post-global aesthetics in the time of the Anthropocene, when all
signs are calling for a global approach to tackle the challenges that theorists such as Beck developed
with his concept of global risks. However, this is not necessarily the case. Latour, stresses that scale
is achieved through the number of connections and it is not possible through a sudden shift of
perspective, however seductive this may appear with software like Google Earth(™). This resonates
with Lovink's observation of the “unavoidable trend of becoming micro” (Lovink 2002b, p. 236).
The TM practice discussed above designates artistic and activistic examples of such an aesthetic in
the domain of the Internet. They represent a media practice that addresses what theorists like Heise
have criticised as a lack of more nuanced concepts of the global, within large parts of the popular
environmental movement (in her case the US).
In addition, alongside the quest for a poetics of responsibility, I have argued for a sense of
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aesthetics with a tactical notion of moments of ambiguity. This enables us to reconsider our position
in the wider ecological frame of this planet. As I have discussed in chapter 1, ambiguity is similar to
Waldenfels' phenomenology of the alien, not necessarily something we can aim our activities at, but
rather something that forms a reservoir of experience from which our acting starts. It is this moment
of ambiguity that, for Morton, becomes the ecological identity check in our encounter with the
strange stranger.
Moments of ambiguity come for Morton to constitute our inclination to care for anything other than
ourselves. Moments of ambiguity also become, as Gillick argues, a political weapon in the
contradictory circumstances of a neoliberalist globalism and its subsystems, including the art world.
Further I would argue that, in this context, moments of ambiguity relate to the notion of De
Certeau's tacticality of the everyday. They define an important source for a renewal process within
social networks, which include the TM movement itself, but also activism more generally, be it
political, environmental or artistic. For Joanne Richardson an important addition that TM made to
the theories of de Certeau is that it extends his example of the “silent” resistance of Indigenous
South Americans against the Spanish colonisers to something vocal and articulated. De Certeau
wrote that the indigenes “often made of the rituals, representations, and laws imposed on them
something quite different from what their conquerors had in mind; they subverted them not by
rejecting or altering them, but by using them with respect to ends and references foreign to the
system they had no choice but to accept” (de Certeau 1984 p.31).
In this regard Richardson states that
maybe the most interesting thing about the theory of tactical media is the extent to
which it abandons rather than pays homage to de Certeau, making tactics not a silent
production by reading signs without changing them, but outlining the way in which
active production can become tactical in contrast to strategic, mainstream media.
(Richardson 2002)
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Coming back to Carter's original field of inquiry of “wet thinking”, the medium of language,
moments of ambiguity hold a “communicational mechanism for creating new symbols and word
senses that might eventually become widely adopted” (Carter 2004b, p. 44). By weaving these
different lines of thought together I have depicted these political media art practice as fluid thinking
in waves. Simultaneously this metaphor stresses the political dimension of the aesthetic, in the sense
of Rancière's communities of sense, as well as creative research in academia. It is this
experimenting with the potential of media technologies, while being tactical in the assessment of
the sensory experiences and their political context that I associate with TM. It forms a very
important motivation for my own art practice. It also provides the background for chapter 3, in
which I will look further into media arts practice as communities of sense and the tactical
employment of the “new sensitivities”. I pursue this in order to push the defined boundaries of our
situated awareness as the coupling between organisms and place beyond the exclusively human.
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3. Sharing Space Sonically – Situated Awareness in an
Extremophile Age
Perhaps the last traces of human existence will be radio waves beamed into space, travelling distances before they
dissolve into noise. - Curtis Roads (2001 p. 10)

In this chapter I discuss examples of media arts practices, including my own, assessing their
contribution to the wider quest for a poetics of responsibility in the age of the Anthropocene. I focus
primarily on sound as a conceptual interface for this new eco-aesthetic arena. I am interested in
media arts practices that combine technologies and sensory perceptions in order to extend, refine or
simply shift human sensory perception and the sense of situated awareness, which I will explore in
this chapter.
3.1. SOUNDING OUT SPACE - SONIC SITUATED AWARENESS
The experience of listening, whether mediated or not, has often been viewed as identified with a
sense of “diffused subjectivity” (LaBelle 2010, p. 245). The artist and theorist Brandon LaBelle
describes the experience of sound in Background Noise as being how “an individual is extended
beyond the boundaries of singularity and toward a broader space necessarily multiple” (LaBelle
2010, p. 245). LaBelle links this spatial experience of listening to the act of paying attention. He
exemplifies this through quoting composer and philosopher David Rothenberg, who states (in a
Kaprowian way) that “as soon as we pay attention, the borders between things become less clear”
(Rothenberg 2002, p. 87 cited in LaBelle 2006, p. 245). LaBelle relates the experience of listening
to a sense of site-specificity and personal presence, which are for him “space activating” qualities.
From an art historical perspective, LaBelle argues that these experiential qualities of sound suggest
a more explicit connection between artists starting to engage with sound in the mid to late 1960s
and the wider development of more site-specific practices and concerns with spatial questions in the
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domain of the visual arts. Sensitising with or attuning to the acoustic surroundings is a concept that
can be associated with the notion of soundscape. This term was originally created to draw attention
to a sensory bias towards sight that is present in the notion of landscape. Coined by composer and
theorist Murray Schafer, it is associated with the work of the World Forum for Acoustic Ecology
(WFAE), as I discussed in chapter 1. The acoustic-ecological approach to soundscape is very much
concerned with mediation and its deforming influence on the experience and meaning of sound and
its origin -- in short its authenticity. This approach has been criticised by, for example, media
theorist Virginia Madsen and artist and theorist David Tomas,39 for containing a Western nostalgia
for a lost plenitude and lost connection with some form of organic harmony. In addition to the
aspect of site-specificity, the experience of listening is compared to an experiential quality of
immersion, which is of great importance for the anthropologist Tim Ingold. He argues, in Against
Soundscape, that the notion of soundscape objectivises something, which essentially is experiential.
For Ingold, sound is an occasion of “our immersion in, and commingling with, the world in which
we find ourselves” (Ingold 2011, p. 137). Interestingly even though he emphasises the sensory
particularity of sound, when Ingold presents sensory perception more as an intersensory affair
combining the different senses, he does not pay much attention to the difference in experience
between mediated or non-mediated sounds.
Both the concept of soundscape and that of immersion pose a phenomenological challenge in terms
of how we perceive space through sound. They both imply that a listener experiences distance and
engages the spatial situation simultaneously. This is why, for the anthropologist Stefan Helmreich,
the discussion about the definition of soundscape is shadowed by ambiguity. He stresses that the
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Tomas is referring in this case to his experience of listening to Steven Feld's CD Voices of the Rainforest (1991) in
his Montreal apartment.
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concept of soundscape emerges from a “mix of contemplative aesthetics and technologies of
objectification and subjectification” (Helmreich 2010, p. 10). At the same time he suggests an
“acoustemology of space as given and listener as both apart from the world and immersed in it”
(Helmreich 2010, p. 10). This prompts the provocative question of whether the inside of the head
can be considered a soundscape and if so, a soundscape of what kind? Opinions generally differ -although the long history of inner voices does suggest such a possibility. Kittler argues that it is
only with the technical invention of headphones that we began to experience stereo spatialisation
within our skulls (Kittler 1999, p. 103). The anthropologist Roy Wagner offers the rather playful
and biosemiotic image of the human as “an introversion of the bat, with its ‘cave’ on the inside”
(Wagner 2001, p. xiv cited in Helmreich 2007, p. 634). I became interested in this contemplative
mix, oscillating between the cave on the inside of our heads and the sensory immersion into an
external soundscape, in my artistic practice and I have described it through the poetic notion of
unrelated relatedness, as discussed above, in that it emphasises the psychological gap that we
experience between these inner and outer worlds. In the following sections I aim to demonstrate
that both artistic practice and creative practice as research, can help to locate the situated awareness
of the “new sensitivities” (Latour 2013) in a context that is experiential and publicly accessible.
Indeed this can be accomplished while renegotiating the defining boundaries of this context. In my
reading of Rancière, the tactical employment of the “new sensitivities” becomes a tool for a politics
that does not yet exist. While I limit the focus of my research to sonic arts and the experience of
listening, I want to continue to tackle the important question: Does the tactical employment of the
“new sensitivities” have the potential to generate those lived instances of a poetics of responsibility
in aesthetic and ethical terms?
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3.2. TRANSDUCED SENSING AND FLUID LISTENING
Helmreich claims that this listening “echo-subject” (Helmreich 2007, p. 634) of ours is constituted
through transduction and that this mechanism poses for him a key to disentangle the history and
infrastructure of the experience of immersion. What I find important about Helmreich's notion of
transduction is not only that it leads his research to explore the sonic depths of the ocean but also
that it emphasises what I understand as the fluidity of the cognitive process at work. This process
occurs while listening, through the translating of sounds in the air that vibrate from the tympanum40
to the ossicles41 to the fluids of the cochlea. In the process this triggers electrical impulses from the
hair cells to the nerves by converting them into neuro-chemical energy racing through intercellular
synapses on their way to the brain. I am interested in the notion of transduction not only because it
implies a fluid aspect in the act of listening, where literally, the fluid in the cochlea has to vibrate in
order to stimulate any further transmuting and conversion of the flow of signals. I am especially
interested in this because it closely looks into the processes that reflect our situated awareness. The
approach of transduced sensing represents an analytical mode, rather than focussing on the
perplexities of authentic or non-authentic categories, while fluctuating between our inner and outer
world perceptions. Such a mode is conducive to a process of becoming responsible within the
reality of a new eco-aesthetic arena. This is because it emphasises the active work that we perform
when translating from one medium to another and from inner to outer world experiences. It also
includes gaps and break lines between these states and media, which serve as a contrast to a smooth
and rather seamless transition into states of immersion.
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It is also called the eardrum, or tympanic membrane. It is a thin, cone-shaped membrane that separates the external
ear from the middle ear in humans and other tetrapods.
41
The ossicles are also called auditory ossicles. They are three bones in the middle ear, which serve to transmit sounds
from the air to the fluid-filled labyrinth (cochlea).
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In her research into the sonic exploration of cells by scientists, Sophia Roosth argues that sound lets
us experience the material situatedness of cellular life. This follows on from Helmreich’s
transduced sensing approach. She concludes that “sound, by inviting listeners into the environment
of the sound’s source, creates a soundscape in which the different milieus of people and cells can
resonate” (Roosth 2007). Further, Roosth ponders on “how listening to cellular sounds may
eventually change how scientists think about cells – as subjects that are dynamic, environmentally
situated, and experiential” (Roosth 2007). The reason for this lies in the fact that the cell walls move
and vibrate. This is an action that is inaudible to the human ear, but detectable through the Atomic
Force Microscope (ATM).
The vertical deflection data of the ATM can be translated into a digital audio file. The process of
listening to cells shifts the focus from the individual cell to the permeability of cellular interiors and
their interaction with neighbouring cells. Jim Gimzewski, a scientist in the Department of
Chemistry and Biochemistry at the University of California, Los Angeles, who discovered the
sound of yeast cells, believes that listening to cells has potential diagnostic applications. One
example he gives is that cancerous cells metabolise energy molecules more quickly and therefore
vibrate at a higher frequency than non-cancerous cells. Fig. 17 shows an optical microscope image
of an Atomic Force Microscope (AFM) tip resting on top of a living NIH 3T3 Fibroblast cell.
In her research Roosth suggests the notion of an acoustic milieu, drawing together the concept of
milieu explored by the philosopher Georges Canguilhem with media theorist Marshall McLuhan’s
concept of auditory space. In Roosth’s view, the notion of the milieu draws attention to an
organism's interaction with its environment and with other organisms within the environment. She
quotes from Canguilhem's The Living and its Milieu as follows:
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[This] explains the passage from the notion of fluid as a vehicle to its designation as a
medium (milieu). The fluid is the intermediary between two bodies; it is their milieu;
and to the extent that it penetrates these bodies, they are situated within it. (Canguilhem
1952, p. 8 cited in Roosth 2009, p. 342)

Roosth then compares Canguilhem’s approach with McLuhan's definition of the auditory space,
highlighting his observations that “auditory space contains nothing and is contained in nothing;” but
is “a field of simultaneous relations without center or periphery” (McLuhan 2005, p. 49 cited in
Roosth 2009, p. 343, emphasis mine). Auditory space entails a listener, who defines and demarcates
it. For Roosth this is a biological space inhabited by organisms that are “busy making noises and
listening to their own and others' sounds” (Roosth 2007). Hearing, like all sense perception, is a
way to seize reality with all of our body, including our bones and viscera. Sounds, according to
Roosth, require “topographies, media of transmission, listening bodies” (Roosth 2007). In the
context of a media arts practice, listening as a form of transduced sensing, with or without
perceptual prosthetics, emphasises not only the fluidity involved in sensory processing of listening
but also suggests the situated awareness that I have been depicting with the figure of fluid thinking
in waves. As it resembles a media arts practice that draws its surrounding as dynamic, evolving, and
something to engage with and intervene in while pondering between technological capabilities and
political context.
In suggesting the connection between the fluidity of listening as a form of situated awareness in an
“organism-acoustic machine assemblage” and Carter's concept of wet thinking, it is important to
point out the difference between hearing and listening. In Ambiguous Traces, Mishearing, and
Auditory Space Carter draws a distinction between the two. In his view hearing (like looking)
implies an attitude of “detached registration and classification of external phenomena” (Carter
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2004b, p. 43), which became possible with the invention of sound-recording technology. Listening,
on the other hand, he understands as an intentional “engaged hearing” (Carter 2004b, p. 44), with its
visual equivalent in “the experience of eyes meeting” (Carter 2004b, p. 43) that produces mutuality.
This mutuality is not based on straightforward deciphering of coded signifiers but on “ambiguous
sounds in-between” (Carter 1992, pp. 11-4), or what Peters identifies as the gaps through which
communication is made.
In Carter’s analysis, mislistening becomes an active form of “cultural work” born out of moments
of ambiguity and “its echoic poetics is both tactical and profoundly political” (Carter 2004, p. 45).
Carter cites examples of colonial language practices or multicultural migrant communication,
“whose existence, maintenance, and renewal listening secures” (Carter 2004, p. 46). He argues that
these forms of echoic mimicry are a result of a “representational excess” (Tomas 1996, p. 1 cited in
Carter 2004b, p. 54). In my opinion, these forms of echoic mimicry relate to the repertoire of
tactical tricks that constitute a TM practice. In Making Noise – From Babel to Big Bang and
Beyond, the cultural historian Hillel Schwartz draws an extensive list of different modes of
listening, which is comprised of “listening to, listening for, listening through, listening-in, listening
out, listening over and listening with” (Schwartz 2011 cited in Helmreich 2010, p. 10). Following
Carter, I include mislistening as well as what Helmreich describes as listening against. Making a
claim for a transductive ethnography, Helmreich refers here to listening against soundscape in
reference to Lila Abu-Lughod's Writing Against Culture. In this work Abu-Lughold argues against
a static notion of culture with reference to “coherence, timelessness and discreteness” (AbuLughold 1991 cited in Helmreich 2010, p. 10).
I contend that this discussion of sound and listening echoes the different strands of what Garrad has
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come to distinguish between a poetics of authenticity and a poetics of responsibility. As I have
argued above, there is an essential relationship between a mode of responsibility and moments of
ambiguity, which is inherent in any mutual encounter with its communicative gaps. This also
constitutes a drive for cultural innovation.
Before I discuss examples of tactical media inspired art practice, in order to support my claim of
their contribution to the wider quest for a poetics of responsibility in the age of the Anthropocene, I
want to develop the concept of media arts practice as an extremophile aesthetic. Following
Helmreich's concept of transduced sensing and Roosth's concept of fluid listening, the concept of an
extremophile aesthetic in media arts works to theoretically connect the unrelated relatedness theme
of my own arts practice with the wider quest for poetics of responsibility.
3.3 MEDIA ART’S EXTREMOPHILE AESTHETIC
In a keynote speech at the Mutamorphis conference42 in Prague in 2007, the artist Louis Bec
suggested that “we are all extremophiles” (Bec 2007). With this description he targeted ecosystemic
disruptions like man-made climate change and pollution, which fall under the umbrella of the
Anthropocene.
The taxonomic definition of an extremophile notes that an organism is usually considered to be
extremophile when it is single-celled and its normal living conditions are lethal for most other
organisms. This is ascribed to extremities in temperature, pressure in environments that might be
subject to acidic or alkaline conditions, or an atmosphere that contains a high level of radioactivity
or a lack of oxygen. Extremophiles are generally classified into two categories: either they are
organisms that normally live under extreme conditions or they are capable of developing forms that
42

See conference website: <http://mutamorphosis.wordpress.com>, viewed 18 Feb 2014.
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render them resistant to unfavourable conditions. This is achieved through suspending their vital
functions or by creating protective cysts or spores. Bec outlines traits for what he considers the
human version of an extremophile: possessing the memory of the origin of life; immersed in a
labyrinth of prejudicial aggression; predatory; prototypical while attempting to survive in toxic
environments; creative; thinking and, finally, conscious and engaged. Bec resolutely asserts that our
“ill-adapted mentalities prevent us from understanding the vast scale of the phenomena we are
faced with today and the exact degree of the seriousness of their impact and their interdependence”
(Bec 2007). He does identify two points as crucial to counterbalancing this trend, and this could be
considered his gesture towards a poetics of responsibility. According to Bec, we must, first and
foremost, acknowledge the ecosystemic and social dangers and risks that are currently unfolding.
Secondly, we need to have methods in place to predict and model the global and local effects
associated with them. While Bec hopes for transdisciplinary interaction between science,
technology and the arts in order to “provide the 'operators' for deciphering the world” (Bec 2007),
he is wary that such transdisciplinarity must gain “political consequences ... to participate in the
inevitable geo-cultural, geo-political, economic and social reconfigurations to come” (Bec 2007).
Drawing his speech to a close, Bec reminds his listeners of the philosopher and Prague exile Vilém
Flusser, with whom he co-authored an epistemological and satirical allegory on an evolutionary
future. Vampyrotheutis Infernalis (2012) was about a cephalopod living in the extreme environment
of the deepest depths of the ocean. Depicted as experiencing the complete opposite to human
evolution, Vampyrotheutis Infernalis had a curious adaptive capacity: “it was able to think of the
events that take place in the world using its own intestines” (Bec 2007). Flusser's remark with
regard to the sensory capabilities of Vampyrotheutis Infernali is important for my project, because it
indicates another dimension of “extremity” in Bec's metaphor of the human extremophile in the
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current age. This dimension involves the combination of technology and sensory perception and the
new eco-aesthetic arena that it forms.
In this regard listening to cells, for instance, might not qualify as an extreme environment in the
same way that listening to the sounds of the universe via radio would, but it nevertheless presents
itself as an extreme perspective that varies from our biological hearing range. An analogy can be
made here to the way in which looking through a microscope varies from our biological viewing
range. The etymological origin of the word “extremophile” lays in Ancient Greek phílos meaning
“loving”, “friendly”, or “friend” and in the Latin extremus, which can mean death but also
“outermost”, “utmost”, or “farthest”. In this sense Bec's metaphor of the human extremophile can
take on two meanings. On one hand it addresses the environmental changes induced by humans that
result in, for instance, the rapid loss of biodiversity on this planet. The human extremophile
addresses here the situation in which humans are turning the Earth into an extreme environment for
a rapidly growing number of cohabiting species. On the other hand, the human extremophile can
depict an extension of sensing operations beyond the human biological range like, for instance, the
activity of monitoring global atmospheric gases such as CO2. The insights gained from these “new
sensitivities” (Latour 2013) can then inform the work of environmental groups like 350.org43 to
raise awareness of an environmental development. Such developments would include, for example
global warming and the need to decrease carbon dioxide concentration in the atmosphere from
currently about 400 to 350 parts per million to avoid a further rising of global temperatures. It is
here that the political dimension of the aesthetic emphasised by Rancière becomes obvious, due to
the political dimension of the “distribution of the sensible” (Rancière 2004) and the resulting
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350.org is a NGO that specialises in environmental advocacy and campaign work. Global warming and climate
change are the core topics of its work. See website: <http://350.org> viewed 19 Dec 2014.
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dissent between the different “communities of sense”. In the context of a discussion of a media arts
practice, I sense that the art making thrives on these extreme moments of an extremophile aesthetic,
which I will further elaborate on below. I also aim to demonstrate a two-fold contribution that a TM
inspired media arts practice can make to this discussion. Firstly TM provides a critical and
pragmatic approach to media work as a means of political campaigning in a post-globalist world as
demonstrated in chapter 2. Secondly a TM inspired arts practice does not only artistically question
how we are making sense of such an extremophile aesthetic, but it does so in a hands-on and
experimental manner which engages with the technology of the “new sensitivities”. By artistically
engaging with these “new sensitivities” in a conceptual, material and also playful way, I argue that
this kind of art practice can create situations that generate experiential encounters. These become
gestures towards lived instances of a poetics of responsibility as Garrad put it – although they may
remain only temporarily.
Focussing primarily on sound as a conceptual interface for this new, and as I claim, extremophile
eco-. aesthetic arena, I will examine the sense of situated awareness that contemporary media arts
practices can create, and something which I have explored in my own artistic practice as unrelated
relatedness.
Although sound represents only a small biologically mediated fraction of all physical vibrations of
the “vibrating world” (Sterne 2003, p. 11), it has been instrumental in exploring and gaining direct
experience of inaccessible places from the depths of the ocean, the inside of the body and the
furthest reaches of outer space. As Peters has pointed out, 20th century acoustic technology allows
connections across culture, across space and time, with the dead, the distant, the alien and, as the
recent use of ultrasound in obstetrics shows, with the yet to be born. It is here that the full
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implication of media arts practice as an extremophile aesthetic begins to surface, including the
provocation it poses for artists in their strategies to make sense of such media environments, while
at the same time challenging our “ill-adapted mentalities” (Bec).
In my own case the journey begins and returns to where all listening takes place – Leitner’s
headscape and Kittler’s “psychedelic space inside the head itself” (Kittler 1999, p. 103). What I aim
to explore here is how the perception and the making of sounds relates to a sense of situated
awareness, particularly when entering the context of media arts. Jonathan Sterne, for example,
defines sound as “a product of the human senses and not a thing in the world apart from humans”
(Sterne 2003, p. 11). Roosth's extension of Sterne's definition notes that sound is any vibration that
is within the range of an “organism-acoustic machine assemblage” (Roosth 2009, p. 335). I further
relate this discussion, to how we sound out environments of varying extreme degrees and how they
sound back to us.
I start with a short excursion into the history of the medium of radio in order to introduce my
concept of radio as an extremophile sonic practice. I then move on to discuss the contemporary
tactical media practice of the artist Marko Peljhan.
3.4. SHARING SPACE SONICALLY I: FROM EARLY RADIO-OPERATORS TO THE TACTICAL MEDIA ART
OF MARKO PELJHAN
I start my discussion of this aspect of radio as an extremophile sonic practice, with the work of the
early radio operators. I do so, not only because I see similarities in the very first form of radio
practice with more recent examples of tactical media such as, for instance, the mini-FM movement
in Japan, but foremost because I want to emphasise the significance of radio as a shared space,
which I refer to as sharing space sonically.
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An exploration of the early history of the medium of radio, as described earlier in the Kogawa
citation, demonstrates the separation of the broadcast into a binary of speaking/transmitting and
listening/receiving, as a political operation. In the early days of the radio amateur movement, this
practical separation of the broadcast process was not evident. It was indeed introduced at a later
stage when the technology had matured. In his lecture Serialisierung des Radios – Serialisierung
von Radio-Kunst?44 the German media theorist and director of the public radio station
Deutschlandradio, Wolfgang Hagen, presents the argument that in the early days of the NorthAmerican radio amateur movement listening “out” for others was an equally important part of
practicing radio. This was because one frequency was shared by several transmitting parties, and
often included naval communication. Broadcasting was based on a call and call back principle,
something that later became known by amateurs as ham radio or DX-ing, where D stands for
distance and X for unknown. It usually entails listening to radio stations outside the normal
coverage area. Hagen points out that in this early form of radio, one frequency served several
parties. For him this led to the formation of the series, as the prototype to all media formats. The
series as a format was born from the necessity to coordinate radio makers with each other on shared
frequencies. Hagen viewed it as radio-calling-radio and not as radio calling listener. The series, as
the sequential appearance on air, was developed, because claiming shorter but regular windows of
on-air time made it possible to establish a so called station identity. Hagen thus underlines that the
seriality of radio was born in the U.S. out of a movement of amateur radio operators. Further, by
1919 this movement had grown too large to be easily regulated by the Congress. By contrast radio
in Germany was introduced in a top-down manner with state-controlled programming operative
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Hagen, Wolfgang. (2005). Serialisierung des Radios – Serialisierung von Radio-Kunst?. Available:
<http://www.whagen.de/vortraege/2005/20051001Bremen/serialisierung.htm>, viewed 18 Feb 2014.
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right from the beginning.
In addition, the British cultural theorist Steven Connor argues convincingly in his article
Atmospherics that the radio operators of the “earliest days” of British radio were acting as
transformers, and were “always in the middle of listening” (Connor 2006, p. 33). He contends that
the radio of those days was different to, for instance, acoustic media like the telegraph or telephone,
because it “revealed an excited, excitable world of radio discharges, audible evidence of the
universe of overlapping oscillations and radiations revealed by nineteenth-century physics” (Connor
2006, p. 5). Confirming Hagen's observation, Connor stresses that in the very earliest days radio
was about listening to, or listening out for, atmospheric impulses “since there was little else to listen
to” (Connor 2006, p. 5). He quotes the journalists Fredrick Milliner and Hervey Gainer from The
Times article No Message from Mars from 1920 on their attempts to pick up signals from Mars. In
1920, during a time when the orbits of Earth and Mars were particularly close together; the
journalists wrote:
Then we hitched up a long wavelength, which took us into space – beyond everything
that might be taking place on earth. There was a most deathly silence. We concentrated
our faculties to catch the faintest sound, but there was nothing, nor was the silence
broken during the entire time we had the long wave hooked on. (Milliner and Gainer
1920, p. 14 cited in Connor 2006, p. 9)

Although this radio session did not prove to be very vibrant, listening out for the activities in the
Universe created an exotic taxonomy of radio noises including “hooks”, “risers”, “pure-note
whistlers”, “whistler echo-chains” and “dawn-choruses” (Connor 2006, p. 13). Connor asserts that
because radio has been steadily spatialised:
[S]o space has been radiolised – that is to say, reconfigured to accord with a world in
which what matters are not points, nodes, orientations and distances, but velocities,
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frequencies, connections, transmissions and syntonies. (Connor 2006, p. 11)

For the atmosphere to sound, it meant that it had to “break into sound” (Connor 2006, p. 22,
emphasis mine) and to pass across some inhibiting boundary. Listening to radio in those days was
therefore in itself a kind of research and technological development activity engaging the work of
eye and hand and ear. To operate radio was a “cumbrous, mysterious, frustrating, fascinating”
(Connor 2006, p. 25) activity. It meant listening out while tuning and configuring the “coils, wires,
batteries, crystals, chokes, condensers, capacitors, coherers, diodes and triodes” of the radio set. In
those days the radio listener was “in the midst of the circuit” and it was only later that radio started
to develop a face and listening to radio became a “face-to-face activity” (Connor 2006, p. 27),
introducing transmission and reception as the two ends of the production. According to Connor
radio was not just about the amplification or the enhancing of a signal, a role performed by
microphones and telephones. Radio “belonged to a new, mixed sense and sense of the mixed, in
which oscillations of any kind could be rendered as sound” (Connor 2006, p. 31). According to
Connor this is different to the mere sonification of data. In his view the difference between those
two lies in the fact that the former “is always in the middle of listening”. Here the listener “can
come to rest neither securely on the side of information nor of noise, neither of signals nor
atmospheric” (Connor 2006, p. 33). Rather the listener becomes a “precipitate of crossed lines, of
interference, of atmospherics” (Connor 2006, p. 33), a transformer who repeatedly recreates the
difference between the two. In relation to the sonification of data, Connor observes a contemporary
fascination of sound artists with sonorous immersion in order to expand the reach of the ear and to
break out from an “otherwise claustrophobic world” (Toop 2004, p. 100 cited in Connor 2006, p.
32). Artists tune into what normally stays unnoticed like “microscopic munchings of snails, or the
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howlings of supernovae” or the sounds of atmospheres and backgrounds which are commonly faded
out from one's attention or focus. The issue here is that while “the realm of the inhuman has been
contracted to the human” (Connor 2006, p. 33), the pressing and intractable demand on us of the
sound experience is being abated and the moments of ambiguity are edited out. The more we widen
our tolerance of noise, the more we translate noise into signal and therefore “make it over into our
terms”. It becomes an “atmosphere for us” (Connor 2006, p. 32, emphasis in original). Rather than a
“spontaneous overflow of meaning and being”, these sound processing techniques represent, for
Connor, just one of the many forms into which data can be translated. In contrast to the
atmospherics in early radio communication, he does not see an intrinsic connection between the
collected data and the sounds chosen to illustrate them. He notes that the same data could have been
equally linked to video, smell or other media. This is the case, for instance, in the Atmospherics
project by the American sound artist Andrea Polli which measures wind speeds in the eye of the
hurricane. From an artistic point of view, I believe that Connor's critique touches on a conceptual
issue that is important to keep in mind throughout chapter 3. That is, it addresses the artistic
decision making process in a media arts context, in particular the decision to choose the medium of
sound in the first place. In the case of Polli's work, I imagine that her choice to sonify the data was
specifically driven by her intention to spatially simulate, through a multi-speaker audio system, the
situation of witnessing the very eye of a hurricane from within, rather than simulating that
experience by other means. It seems to me that for Polli, perhaps the spatial simulation through
sound was conceptually more vital than the actual choice of sounds. Her use of the collected data
served more as a structural component for a contemporary music composition in a multichannel
setting rather than as way of tuning into the sounds of things in a Cagean way. For Connor, the
Cagean approach would be closer to a “mixed sense of being”, of atmospherics in radio, than what

109

is achieved through Polli's approach. I must admit that these are very fine and easily blurred lines in
particular in the case of Cage, who was interested in tuning into the vibrations of an ashtray, as
described in chapter 1. I assume he would have appreciated being able to groove into the
“munchings of snails” or the vibrations of yeast cells. I nevertheless consider that Connor's critique
offers an important impulse with regard to reflection on contemporary media arts practice. However
I recognise that his impulse might not always be met by, or may be outweighed by, other criteria in
the artistic decision making process.
A more contemporary approach to Connor's early radio operators might be found in the work of the
artist Marko Peljhan, a radio amateur himself. But unlike Connor's very early radio operators, who
listened to atmospheric impulses “since there was little else to listen to”, the spectral air space of
Peljhan is jammed packed and predominantly used for military applications. In 1995, as a radio
amateur in Slovenia, Peljhan witnessed, over high and very high frequencies, the communication of
military operations during the overrunning of UN protection zones in Srebrenica and Žepa by the
Bosnian Serb Republic army, Serb paramilitary forces and international mercenaries. These spectral
trails of military communication, that were intercepted, recorded, deciphered, decoded and
catalogued by likeminded tactical radio operators in Eastern Bosnia, form the source material for
his installation work Territory 199545 [Fig. 18-19]. In this installation one can listen to the
fragments of the radio messages, as well as look at analytical maps of the command and control
communications that were drawn through analysing these radio messages. This material is
presented alongside research and field interviews with intelligence sources and survivors in Bosnia
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Territory 1995 was commissioned by the 2009 Istanbul Biennial and was later acquired by the Van Abbemuseum in
Eindhoven in 2010. See also: Peljhan, Marko. (2009). Radio Territories 1995. Available:
<http://www.ladomir.net/territory-1995-istanbul-biennale-2009> and Peljhan, Marko. (2011). Radio Territories 1995.
Available: <http://www.ladomir.net/Territory-1995-Van-Abbemuseum-2011>. Both viewed 14 Feb 2014
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and Serbia, and documents gathered during the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former
Yugoslavia court proceedings. In my view, Territory 1995 presents an essential entry point into the
work of Marko Peljhan, as it generally sets an important historic context for his work. It also signals
central themes, which are instrumental for his practice and which he describes as tactical
communication and methods of conversion from abstract to material, from military to civilian, from
dark to light, from closed to open, and from node to network and vice versa.
Peljhan's work highlights the connection between communication technology and military
application, which became symptomatic for the 20th and 21st centuries and which is echoed in
other work that I will discuss below. But first I will direct my discussion to Peljhan's work on the
Makro Lab project (1997 – 2007) [Fig. 20-22]. I consider this work most relevant to the discussion
of environmental aesthetics with regard to a poetics of responsibility and it addresses Connor's
sense of the mixed as well as situated awareness in a media arts context. I contend that this situated
awareness results from a media arts practice based on an understanding of the dynamic and
evolving environment in which it is situated. Such a practice recognises the environment as
something to engage with and intervene in, while sensing “topographies, media of transmission and
listening bodies”. This contrasts with the somewhat static notions of environments, as often
expressed in more authenticity based poetics.
In the conception phase, Peljhan and his collaborator described Makrolab as “capanna” (Italian for
shed), which was intended to become a self-sustaining research and living unit and space for
autonomous communications. The design for this was inspired by both orbital space stations, such
as MIR and the ISS, and by nuclear fall-out shelters developed in Cold War Europe. Coming from a
theatre and radio background in Ljubljana, Peljhan draws heavily on the work of the Russian
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futurist Velimir Khlebnikov. In particular, his poem Ladomir served as inspiration for the
Makrolab. However, as the project began to take shape, it dawned on Peljhan that his project should
not become a stage setting for some kind of performance, but instead “is going to be real” (Eshun
2003, p. 11, emphasis mine). This “real” thing indeed became a temporary, sustainable laboratory
designed in a 14 metre octagonal shape, to support 4 - 6 artists and scientists working and living
alongside each other for periods of up to 120 days. It was equipped with transmitting and receiving
facilities, amongst other things, in order to access satellite communication, microwave and radio
ranging from L-, C-, KU-band to HF modulation and weather systems for meteorological
monitoring. Its research agenda was set to the area of the telecommunication spectrums, the weather
systems, the environment and networks of migration (from birds to people movements). The
Makrolab was installed on various occasions in countries including Germany, Italy, Western
Australia and Scotland. In 2007 the project officially closed and focus shifted towards the
establishment of a similar “autonomous living system”46 in Antarctica. Reflecting on the project,
Peljhan recalls the diverse activities at Makrolab as “orbital jockeys”, “landscape explorer” or
“ionospheric divers” conversing “high frequency noise into legible modulation patterns, for the
world to play with and understand” (Peljhan 2003, p. 48). He noted that this was something that
“we just barely understood ourselves” (Peljhan 2003, p. 48). Here we could recall Connor's figure
of the very earliest radio operator always being “in the middle of listening” oscillating at the
junction between signal and noise.
The most similar projects to Connor's work are collaborative media performance pieces like
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SPEKTR47 that evolved from the wide range of projects initiated by Makrolab. SPEKTR was
conceived as an open air performance ideally lasting from dusk until dawn. In this performance,
signals from 88 frequency zones were mapped in real-time alongside transmissions that had been
collected all over the globe over the previous 15 years. Named after the remote sensing module of
the Russian space station, MIR, this performance employed part of the Makrolab sensor suite. It
was capable of providing the facilities to tune into all these spectral ranges and atmospheres,
engaging in some kind of “process of materialisation” or conversion, evoking Helmreich's
transduction. Additionally, one of Makrolab's founding principles was, according to Peljhan, the
organisation of space as in situated awareness. Although the notion of the sky as one “large
unmarked library” with “no page numbers, index or titles” was frequently invoked, Makrolab would
also come to define the space where it was set up and to intervene in its concrete reality. This was
by definition, for Peljhan, a political gesture. Self-sustainability and independence were central in
the design of its infrastructure. Touching on this aspect of the project, Peljhan's affirmation through
Khlebnikov's futurist writing is instrumental. Makrolab's intention was to present the condition of
“insulation/isolation,” because Peljhan thought of it as “a vehicle to achieve independence from and
reflection of the actual entropic social conditions”. It became a device for producing “evolutionary
code” in a retro-futurist manner. For Peljhan, however, this is not about a return to individuality, but
intended to acknowledge “the alienation and the communication with similar alienation around as
its main method” (Peljhan, Marko 1999). Following Khlebnikov, who emphasised the importance
of refining our understanding of the temporal dimension, Peljhan asserts that time has become
central to the social and economic developments in the 20th century and we have become time
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Marko Peljhan (aka MX) and Brian Springer. See: <http://ladomir.net/Spektr-2010>, viewed 16 Feb 2014.
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based individuals; resulting in a illusionary process of “despatialisation” and “loss of orientation”.
In contrast, the work of Makrolab has become an exercise in “navigation and a sense of precise
spatial orientation together with a precise sense for time and concrete political space-time” (Peljhan
1999, emphasis mine) or, in brief, contemporary situated awareness. It is designed as a “closed and
isolated space-time” with a communication centre and reflective tool structured at its heart.
Although “decoratively” set in isolation, it “communicates with the world only through mediators,
be it technological or social interfaces” (Peljhan 1999). The American theorist Brian Holmes
stresses that in order to grasp Peljhan's retro-futurist language, it would be important to place it in
the wider art context of the NSK (Neue Slovenische Kunst)48 art movement which involves, among
others, the industrial art band Laibach, the painter collective IRWIN, and New Collectivism or
Scipion Nascice Theater (now: Cosmokinetic Cabinet Noduung). In 1993, for instance, IRWIN
inaugurated the NSK State in Time with astonishingly real looking passports and a series of related
NSK embassies around the world. For Holmes Makrolab by comparison presents a more tactical
mode of self-institutionalisation, that with its ambiguous post-national status is slipping “through
the cracks of the world-spanning technological systems”49. At the same time it is pragmatically
negotiating with art institutions like Documenta, Venice Biennial or mobile phone companies in
order ultimately to be relocated to the transnational space of Antarctica.
The artist and short-term makronaut, Kodwo Eshun, recounts his stay at the Makrolab as producing
a “very particular subjectivity”. He references “the intricately funky daily routine of the
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49 Holmes, Brian (2007) Coded Utopia: Makrolab, or the Art of Transition. Available:
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Makronaut”. Eshun writes
If Makrolab’s public imperative is to conduct experiments in a post-media environment,
then its private, not-quite secret imperative is to offer the participant the chance to
become the experiment. To become the guinea pig. To experiment on the self as she or
he adapts to the interpersonal dynamic of microcommunal life. … The systemic
awareness created through 'living with the environment in a very strict connection'
obliges the Makronaut to 'become aware of their living unit' as a 'magnifying instrument
for all kinds of relations with the environment’. (Eshun 2003, p.6-9)

In my view Makrolab poses an important question for the discussion of a poetics of responsibility
and certainly represents a case for a human extremophile environment. Equipped up to its ears with
remote sensing facilities, it questions the very conditions under which the current political spacetime is produced. It presents its most utopian promise of stepping outside society and its spectacle
and into its insulation/isolation mode, not in order to separate itself from its surroundings, but to
become responsible and to situate itself in the present. Peljhan's Makrolab exemplifies a
contemporary media arts practice concerned with a predominately militarised information space, as
airspace at the beginning of the 21st century has become. On the other hand, by tuning into the
atmospheres of wireless signalling, Makrolab's ultimate goal was to refine its participants' situated
awareness of their presence and to enable a more precise sense of their spatial positioning within
the political space-time of a global capitalist economy. Here, construction and distribution of the
sensible are part of the Makrolab's work and has informed a tactical community of sense, while
situating itself in and responding to the evolving surroundings of its presence.
The sense of a situated awareness that Peljhan's media arts practice informs, recalls the proverbial
saying of having “one's head in the clouds’,” as opposed to having “both feet on the ground”.
Combining both sayings in a casual chain starts to build to a new connotation. In this way,
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Makrolab articulates a sense of situated awareness that having one's head in the clouds helps to
keep both feet on the ground. Peljhan works predominately with military communication
application. I now look closer into another aspect of situated awareness that is important for my
argument about the notion of this cloudy airspace or wireless ether, as a dynamic and experientially
shared space. But along with sharing space sonically comes a mixed sense of being, as Connor
observed with the early radio operators. This includes a not necessarily smooth oscillation between
our inner and outer worlds, as with gaps and bumps and an experience of unrelated relatedness,
thanks to technological amplification between potentially rather extreme poles.
3.5. UNRELATED RELATEDNESS – THE PRACTICE-BASED ART SERIES
My poetic notion of unrelated relatedness, as previously discussed, was the title of a series of three
works that form the artistic output of my practice-based research. In the artist statement for the
unrelated relatedness series exhibition I wrote: “Each work brings into play the different elements,
tactics or technologies we employ in our search to unify the inner and outer worlds that we inhabit”
(Brüggemeier 2013). In the following three sections, I will describe in detail each of the three art
works in terms of their material structure and technologies, the different media texts they
incorporate and their reception. The first work of this series is My City is a Hungry Ghost.
As stated in the Introduction tactical media and work of artists like Marko Peljhan or Tetsuo
Kogawa influenced my own art practice early on. My City is a Hungry Ghost, the first work of the
unrelated relatedness series, shows this most clearly. It is however the shift of focus in my art
practice that occurred during this PhD candidacy that resulted, as I hope to demonstrate, in a more
successful blending of theoretical and artistic work presented in this thesis.
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3.6. UNRELATED RELATEDNESS - PART I: MY CITY IS A HUNGRY GHOST
My City is a Hungry Ghost is a media art installation that involves sound, digital video projections
and a Tetsuo Kogawa style Mini-FM transmitter. During my PhD candidature I exhibited it in two
iterations. The first version was presented at the Library Artspace in Melbourne from September
27th - October 20th 2012. A second and further developed version was on display at La Trobe
University Visual Arts Centre in Bendigo from December 4th - 22nd 2013.
This installation consists of four person-sized screens mounted from the ceiling, which are
positioned freely in the gallery space, with the videos projected from behind [Fig. 1]. The content of
the video is based on a montage of four voices each represented by one actor standing or sitting in
an empty room with one chair. The background light of each actor within their room is activated
only when their voice is heard. Otherwise they remain in the dark, lit only by the light of passing
cars falling through venetian blinds. The frequency and rhythm of these light beams of passing cars
is modelled according to a video recording from my bed room at night, when I was living next to
busy main road in Melbourne's Northern suburbs.
The surrounding gallery space is kept rather dark and is predominantly lit by the light emitted by
the four projectors. The four person-sized screens are positioned about 2 meters away from the
gallery wall, to allow enough distance for the back projection of the videos. Together they form the
largest installation unit in the space and act as the centre piece of the installation. Attached to the
ceiling with transparent fishing wire each screen is made of one single layer of light grey screen
fabric wrapped around a thin fame. These are floating about half a meter above the floor. The whole
construction is very light and is easily activated by puffs of air created by visitors passing by. Given
the very light frame structure of these screens, they have a more skin-like appearance than, for
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instance, something solid and wall-like. Being visually activated solely by the light of video
projectors thrown on the otherwise floating screens adds to the overall ghostly impression created
by the video images. When lit by the projected video images, each of the screens shows a very basic
cube-like grey room. Hung in a row, the screens serve like a partition, reducing the actual size of
the gallery while at the same time the videos shown on them provide a visual extension into four
virtual rooms within the gallery. The colour of the walls, floor and ceiling of the simulated room in
the four video projections echoes a similar light grey colour tone of the screen fabric.
Next to the screens at about a four meter distance is a copy of Melbourne's 2002 Yellow Pages laid
out on the black gallery floor. A Mini-FM radio transmitter is mounted in a whole cut into the
Yellow Pages [Fig. 2 - 4]. In front of the Yellow Pages are four electrical tea candles with a
flickering light in each. Through being positioned right next to the Mini-FM transmitter, the tea
candles are referencing the four actors on the screens. At the same time their voices are being
transmitted on the radio and are about to enter the ether world as disembodied voices, the Yellow
Pages act as a symbol for what constitutes a city. The actual radio transmitter is enclosed in a
transparent glass box. This allowed me to leave the bare nature of the device's technical inner life
visible to the viewer. This consists of a single bronze copper plate to which a number of electrical
transistors and resistors are glued and soldered. Connected to the transmitter through two small
holes at either side of the Yellow Pages are two black cables, one audio and one antenna cable. The
antenna is stuck to a white painted piece of timber leaning against the wall which displays the hand
written words “My City is a Hungry Ghost 94.6 FM”. The video images projected on screens
simulate a virtual extension into four other rooms within the gallery, while the soundtrack of the
installation is “narrow-cast” on the radio via the Mini-FM transmitter in the gallery. The Mini-FM
radio transmitter carries the sound beyond the physical constraints of the gallery room. Following
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the example of the Tokyo micro-radio movement around Tetsuo Kogawa, the transmission is kept
within a very limited range of the service area due to radio regulation legality issues. My intention
for this radio “narrow-cast” of the installation soundtrack was in a similar spirit to the radio practice
in Tokyo and to intrigue random listeners enough to attract them to visit the gallery. However in
this case, they were not joining a live talk between neighbours in a living room of a Tokyo
apartment, but rather a virtual gathering of four pre-recorded monologues by actors projected into
the gallery. This aspect was more prominent at the opening at the Library Artspace in Melbourne,
where it was possible to have a car on the nearby car park with its radio tuned into the frequency at
full volume. The car was a bronze Chrysler Valiant, which while serving as acoustic guide for
visitors to the exhibition, coincidentally matched the copper plate of the transmitter.
The video projection on each screen depicts a basic room with rectangular cuboid proportion.
Stripped of any kind of interior, with the exception of one chair, and in an otherwise light grey
room, each screen is inhabited by one actor either standing next to or sitting on a chair. The screens
are connected visually through the re-occurring intervals of light beams from passing-by cars
coming through the venetian blinds. This digital light effect travels from one screen to the other,
either beginning on the screen on the far left or on the far right side in the gallery space. The visual
rhythm of this light effect suggests a spatial proximity between each of the four represented rooms,
because the flow and timing of the light effect evokes the sense that each room must be on the same
route taken by the passing-by cars.
The cast for the monologues consists of two female and two male actors. Apart from achieving a
gender balance, the selection criteria were eclectic, addressing the aim of having a certain diversity
with an age bracket ranging from mid-twenties to mid-fifties. The two female and one of the male
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actors are of European-Australian origin and the other male actor is from an African-Australian
background. Each actor performs one persona, relating to one of the four existing literary sources
that I chose for this work.
The storyboard is based on found excerpts from a selection of four literary sources, forming a rather
dense collage of language. The sources include: The Coming Insurrection, by The Invisible
Committee (2009); We, the Web Kids, by Piotr Czerski (2012); Operators and Things, by Barbara
O’Brien (1958); and Interview with Wilfred R. Bion, by Anthony G. Banet (1976). The text is drawn
from a diverse range of social contexts and time periods. The connection that I wanted to explore,
with these very different text fragments, was that each of them is highlighting in its own way, the
political dimension of communication with regard to a particular sense of situated awareness. In
combining them I aimed to create a media installation that provides an oscillating atmosphere that
continuously drifts between different poles such as introspection and external observation or
individual experience and group dynamics. At the same time it references everyday situations of
contemporary urban living while locating, as well as providing a spatialisation of the political
dimensions of the texts.
The Coming Insurrection was written by a collective of political activists in France, after the
banlieues riots of 2005, and is presented by one of the male actors (light skin colour, brown hair, in
his early thirties). It offers a biting comment on the status quo of French society. Employing a
broadly anarchistic worldview, I was particularly fascinated by the emotional energy The Invisible
Committee was able to articulate in their description of their surroundings. For them this is marked
by the imminent collapse of capitalist culture. The Coming Insurrection is partly written in the style
of a manifesto, addressing the “seven circles” of social alienation manifesting in our relationship to
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ourselves, to others, to work, to the economy, to the environment and, finally, to civilisation. The
second part is dedicated to a broader discussion of international examples of social networks of
small, local affinity groups like the "Unemployed Workers Movements" (MTD) in Argentina,
which are prophesied to be vanguards for a revolutionary project. The main characteristics of such
small affinity groups are depicted in activities like such as the appropriation of power by local
communities, as well as the physical intervention in economic distribution chains for the purpose of
disrupting the capitalist system. The aspect that I concentrated on for the script of My City is a
Hungry Ghost revolves around an anti-capitalist critique of the current notion of “crisis”: as a
capitalist management strategy but also emphasising a generational conflict in the making.
An excerpt from the script states
From whatever angle you approach the presence offers no way out … There is no
environmental catastrophe. What presents itself everywhere as an ecological catastrophe
has never stopped being above all the manifestation of a disastrous relationship with the
world. … But isn't it more like they hired our parents to destroy this world. Now they'd
like to put us to work rebuilding it and to top it all off at a profit.

In the installation the monologue based on the excerpts from The Coming Insurrection is contrasted
with Czerski's We, the Web Kids, which is enacted by the second male actor (dark skin colour,
shaved head, in his late twenties). We, the Web Kids gained international attention and was
circulated online as a kind of zeitgeist manifesto at the height of the Anti-ACTA protests in 2012.
The Anti-Counterfeiting Trade Agreement (ACTA) is designed to create an agreement to create
new global intellectual property (IP) enforcement standards for the Internet that goes beyond
current international law. Criticised for implementing a new supra-national, ad-hoc institution
without democratic obligations or control, Czerski initially attempted to raise awareness for this
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matter by writing this text for publication in the Polish newspaper Dziennik Baltycki. His approach
was to portray the Internet and its infrastructure as an “externally shared memory bank” that he
grew up on and which has accompanied most of his social interaction. In contrast to excerpts from
The Coming Insurrection, the chosen parts from We, the Web Kids also emphasise small affinity
groups. Yet this time these groups exist online and are spread around the globe. The author,
however, focuses in his writing on the technological aspects of communication and the innovation
that came about through the networked mode of social interaction, enabled by Internet technology.
He views this as under threat from a corporate world trying to enforce an out-dated concept of
copyright.
An excerpt from the script follows:
One more thing, we do not want to pay for our memories. The films that remind us of
our childhood. The music that accompanied us ten years ago. In the external memory
network these are simply memories. Remembering them, exchanging them and
developing them is to us something as natural to us as the memory of Casablanca is to
you.

Not unlike The Coming Insurrection the tone and language used in Czerski's text carries a sense of
urgency, which partly results from the way both texts managed to capture the emotional zeitgeist of
their time. They achieved this by articulating despair about the dominant political system, but also
through honing in on their urgency by reflecting a sense of generational conflict. On one hand this
helps, because the opponent appears as less abstract than a systemic structure while on the other
hand it aids in cementing a stronger sense of a group identity and emotional resonance among peers.
These two texts are being complemented by two further texts, performed by the two female actors,
which add a couple of different perspectives to the script. Here I chose a fragment from an
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interview with Wilfred R. Bion, pioneer psychologist of group dynamics. This text segment is
performed by one of the female actors (light skin colour, blond hair, in her early fifties). In this
interview, Bion discusses his personal experiences during the work in analytical group settings. His
clinical work led him to emphasise the dynamic polarity in groups, where originally the individual
comes to seek gratification in a group, while at the same time has to sacrifice his or her individual
needs.
An excerpt from the script states
Aristotle says the human is a political animal. And so far as I understand his Politics, I
gather that he means by this that for a human to lead a full life the group is essential.
The group is essential to the fulfilment of a human's mental life quite as essential as to
that as it is to the more obvious activities of economics and war. Now the point emerges
that the most prominent feeling with the group experiences is a feeling of frustration. A
very unpleasant surprise to the individual that comes seeking gratification. And one
shifts from groups to institutions and organisations. The trouble about all institutions is
that they are dead but the people inside them aren't and the people grow and some
things are going to happen. What usually happens is that the institutions, societies,
nations, states, global corporations you name it make laws. The original laws constitute
a shell and the new laws expand that shell. Once again a shell within a shell starts
growing. One can hate the shell but become to see it as necessary. I think there will be a
tendency to rebel against this restraining force, this invisible shell which often is so
difficult to imagine even to conceive of at all. It is like an animal protects itself by
growing a hard shell. What's going to happen when the animal grows? What's going to
happen to either the shell or the animals?

The last of the four text sources is Operators and Things, by the author Barbara O'Brien
(pseudonym,) is performed by the second female actor (light skin colour, dark hair, late thirties).
O'Brien provides a lucid self account, written in the 1950s, about her travel across the North
American continent. At the time she was affected by a schizophrenic period, during which
operators tuned into her brain like a radio dial and co-ordinated her movements. As O'Brien writes,
her unconscious mind became an operator while her conscious mind became a thing. In the book's
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introduction, psychoanalyst and anthropologist Michael Maccoby stresses, “the dry beach of the
conscious mind is a poor relation to the unconscious” (Maccoby in O'Brien 1975, p. vii). He notes
that although we are speaking the same conscious language and are being socialised by common
culture, it is no easy thing to maintain a connection even with one's own unconscious. In Maccoby’s
analysis, theory is here little more than an organising myth and “myths become powerful theories
only by remaining sensitive to experience” (Maccoby in O'Brien 1975, p. vii). The chosen text
fragments are kept in a subjective tone and add more of an introverted view on the world of the
protagonist and her emotional relationship to the environment around her. The actor speaks in
retrospect of the social environment that led to her schizophrenic experience and of her personal
strategies for the present.
An excerpt from the script states
I stared blankly. Why did I? Think about it a moment he said irritably. Don't say there is
nothing going on in your mind. You say that very often but there is always mental
action going on somewhere in the mind. I tried to think but the effort hurt and I rested.
A gentle wave broke on the dry beach of my mind. My mind is resting because it needs
rest more than it needs an analyst at this point. I was about to put the gentle wave into
words when another wave flooded softly over the shore. It would not be wise to say
this. I stared and was silent. I went directly to the park where I was now spending most
of my time.

While remaining silent and not moving their lips on screen, it appears as if the actors have let us
tune into their thoughts and inner monologues. And as the four monologues expand, a larger
conversation unfolds.
It was my aim in this work to approach the psychological gap between inner and outer, in the
setting of a media arts installation. But instead of focusing on the individual experience, I was more
concerned with its status as a social phenomenon. This is similar to the concept of Social
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Dreaming,50 which is based on work by the British psychoanalyst Wilfred R. Bion51. Social
Dreaming uses the sharing of dream experience, of an individual in a group setting, as an analytical
gateway into the unconscious of the wider social context of the dreaming individual – be it a work
environment, a suburb or a political party. Social Dreaming stresses that even though we might
consider dreaming as an individual and private affair, it can also tell us something about the social
context of the individual dreamer. From an Australian perspective this might appear as a
Westerner's way to theorise and package something that Indigenous Australians have been
practicing for millennia. However, it has to be emphasised that the English meaning of the word
dreaming is not congruent with the Aboriginal one, which includes much more than the dream state
during sleep. In My City is a Hungry Ghost I was similarly attuned to the dynamics attempted by
the intertwining of inner and outer worlds, as well as the politics and technology around it. The
artistic intention was that situating this discussion in an everyday setting would provoke a further
investigation of the poetics and politics of contemporary urban life, albeit in a globalised world in
the throes of ecological and economic crises. It was my initial impulse to experiment with the split
between seeing a person and hearing their thoughts. I do this by adding separate sound to videos
that are otherwise silent and do not show any articulation of speech or its mimicking.
Stressing the role of communication while oscillating between these inner and outer worlds, the
Australian art historian and curator Vincent Alessi described his experience of this installation in
the opening speech for the exhibition. He wrote
The suspended screens, for instance, evoke a mid point between inner and outer worlds.
The actual image further plays with this idea. We hear each figure recite texts ...

50
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See also: W. Gordon Lawrence (2005).
Bion is also referenced in My City is a Hungry Ghost.
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however, we never see them speak. They look at us forlornly, as if they now live in
another world where communication is only done telepathically and via facial
expressions. It prompts us to question how we ourselves negotiate our inner world and
the one which we project to those around us. The silhouetted figures which stand in
semi-darkness are in no man's land, reminiscent of Bill Viola’s figures in the work
Visitation, where they come crashing into the outer world by walking through a wall of
water. (Alessi 2013, p. 2)

Perhaps one reason Alessi evoked the reference to the wall of water in Viola's Visitation in respect
to My City is a Hungry Ghost was that it was installed with another work of the unrelated
relatedness series: planet ocean. Draping around the entrance to the gallery, planet ocean formed a
kind of portal made of hundreds of tiny loudspeakers playing underwater sounds. But instead of
pushing through water, My City is a Hungry Ghost is channelled through and transduced into the
medium of airwaves, in order to create this ephemeral cloud in the ether. It is, however, the image
of rippling waves caused by a drip into water, which is often evoked to describe the phenomenon of
radio transmission.
Although the radio transmitter, which I built with the help of Tetsuo Kogawa, expands the work
beyond the facilities of the gallery, it is deliberately kept to mini-FM dimensions. This is done to
avoid connotations of a unifying and all-embracing nature, in a post-globalist manner of TM.
Following Peters in his history of the idea of communication, the concept of radio contrasts to the
idea of a conversation in this work. Two speakers are activated in turn in order to move
progressively toward a fuller understanding of each other, but instead, as Peters concludes, we are
facing a situation of what the philosopher Paul Ricoeur calls “exploded dialogue”. This is a
reference to the emotional distance and time delay arising through the storage and distribution in the
mediating process connecting voices and ears across times and spaces. It also ties in with my
concept of the extremophile. In Peters’ view, this masks two deeper facts “that all discourse,
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however many the speakers, must bridge the gap between one turn and the next, and that the
intended addressee may never be identical with the actual one” (Peters 1999, p. 265). Peters
concludes by noting that Saint Paul's warning to the Corinthians who practiced glossolalia, without
interpreters, could be the motto of every broadcaster: “You will be speaking into the air” (Peters
1999, p. 209, emphasis mine). Feedback I received on the installation referenced a certain “church
like” appearance, which I believe reflects the architecture of the installation celebrating virtuality or
presence of something absent. Another attendee remarked: “I particularly enjoyed the juxtaposition
between unification of 'inner and outer world' in Jan's installation-based work. Through the use of
cutting edge technology, soundscape and monologue, Jan appears to have peeled back to expose the
conflicted loneliness mid the tumult of our ever-evolving urban existence.”52
Italo Calvino’s seminal novel Invisible Cities served as the initial inspiration for the arrangement of
the monologues played in My City is a Hungry Ghost. Calvino’s description of the City of Melania
particularly fascinated me. Melania is depicted as a place for an ever-continuing dialogue between
generations of denizens. Re-contextualising Calvino’s Melania, My City is a Hungry Ghost is a reenactment of found excerpts from a variety of literary sources. These revolve around the issue of
communication in the making at the nexus of media, politics and subjectivity. Calvino's Melania
plays on the Buddhist idea of the eternal cycle of rebirth, which I reference with the figure of the
hungry ghost in the title of the work. The Sanskrit word for hungry ghost is preta, meaning
“departed one,” and this resonates with the ghostly notion of the disembodied radio voices in the
ether. The English term is often used metaphorically to describe insatiable craving.
In My City is a Hungry Ghost, I have used selected fragments from these texts, pieced together to
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create a collage mixed into the rhythm of electronic sounds, in order to support the emotional tone
of the narration. This forms one long self-repeating loop similar to the ever-continuous dialogue
between the citizens of Melania.
Following the discussion of the historical practice of the early radio operators and the contemporary
tactical media arts practice of Marko Peljhan, I have discussed the first work of my unrelated
relatedness series in order to emphasise the socio-psychological aspect of radio as an extremophile
sonic practice, and in order to, in turn, stress the significance of radio as a shared space. Through
referring to this as sharing space sonically, my intention is to focus less on dialogic or interactive
radio formats as such, but more on radio as an atmospheric interface with the “complex soup of
electromagnetic radiation” (Dunne1999, p. 80). The designer Anthony Dunne uses this expression
in Hertzian Tales, to describe what the notion of space has become during the course of the 20th
century. I am especially interested in media arts practice in the area of radio, because I identify in it
a particular and important mode of situated awareness “in the making”, that contributes to the wider
quest for a poetics of responsibility. My work on My City is a Hungry Ghost particularly helped me
to precisely identify the various spheres in which we need to understand the work of this new ecoaesthetic arena constituted by the Anthropocene, including its environmental, psychological, social
and media facets, and how we continuously oscillate between them. The conceptual work behind
My City is a Hungry Ghost as well the feedback that I received on it, along with my work on the
Nature in the Dark project, highlighted for me the poetic notion of unrelated relatedness. Suddenly
it became not only a title to hold together a series of three works but also the conceptual focus of
the research in my thesis. This is because it became synonymous for me, in communicational terms,
with the human presence in the new eco-aesthetic arena of the Anthropocene.
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3.7. UNRELATED RELATEDNESS - PART II: NATURE IN THE DARK
It was Dr John Lilly's 1960 research on interspecies communication with dolphins that inspired the
anthropologist Loren Eiseley to write the essay The Long Loneliness, in which he describes human
intelligence as a hand-based form of intelligence. The English word, technology, in fact, departs
from the Greek word, technē, which translates into “the knowledge of how to do and make things”,
implying that this is achieved with one's hands. The philosopher Immanuel Kant stressed that the
hand is the outer part of brain (Katz 1925, p. 7). Eiseley notes that dolphins and the cetacean world
represent, therefore, another form of intelligence that is hard to grasp from a human perspective and
which complicates our relationship with them. The insight that we cannot communicate with other
species like dolphins is echoed in the writing of Eiseley. In 1972, he wrote the poem Magic
postulating in a biophilic, but also still slightly melancholic, manner: “I love forms beyond my own
and regret the borders between us” (Eiseley 1972, p. 65).
I chose Eiseley's quote as a leitmotif for the Nature in the Dark (NITD) project that I initiated and
co-curated during the course of my PhD research. Eiseley's acknowledgment resonates with the
poetic notion of unrelated relatedness as a sense of bipolar confusion, grappling on an individual
level with an understanding of ecological interconnectedness, while at the same time as a species
we keep pushing beyond the limits of planetary boundaries. Eiseley, by famously stating that “there
is nothing more alone in the universe than man” (Eiseley 1979, p. 140), emphasises a sense of
melancholia associated with the human attempts to bridge the borders between terrestrial and extraterrestrial species. However, what I wanted in NITD was to focus on technological intervention as a
possible means to facilitate moments of encounter between species, and not necessarily to bridge
the gaps between them. These moments were not so much aiming to create a dialogical encounter
but rather to remind us humans about the presence and ecological interconnectedness of species
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within our urban habitat. This also served to highlight the dependence of cities on their hinterland to
guarantee the biodiversity53 necessary for the planet. NITD is a continuing collaboration between
the Victorian National Park Association (VNPA) and the Centre for Creative Arts (CCA) at La
Trobe University.
In this section, I will discuss the first edition of this work, initiated through the citizens-science
project Caught on Camera (Nature Watch) and conducted by VNPA in order to study the impact on
wild fires on fauna in Victorian national parks. The work employed the type of motion-triggered
night vision surveillance cameras usually used to assist hunters, set up in the parks. VNPA provided
the Arthur Rylah Institute for Environmental Research with the first long term collection of data in
this area. This happened against the background of a quota of “prescribed burnings” that the State
of Victoria had introduced as a measure to reduce the risk of bushfire, even though there was a lack
of scientific data or understanding of the impacts of these burns on the environment. I was
fascinated by the raw and random nature of the photographs, which I was pointed to in an over-thegarden-fence conversation between neighbours, with Matt Ruchel, CEO of VNPA, on one side and
me on the other side. The cameras were motion-triggered and were mostly triggered at night by
nocturnal animals, resulting in predominantly black and white photographs. These night-vision
shots showed no sign of any intention and preference in regard to the object of choice and the
framing of the photographs, which clearly distinguished them from the staged work of a human
photographer [See Fig 5-10]. The absence of a person behind the lens of the camera (in combination
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with some attractive bait) also allowed for more confiding behaviour on the part of the animals.
This provoked them to come as close as possible to the camera. From my perspective the lack of
human intention felt aesthetically liberating. The combination of the rather careless behaviour of the
animals and the aesthetic of night-vision photography provided absolutely fascinating material for
an art project.
In co-operation with the CCA, the same photographic material that had been collected as study
material for the wildlife scientists was made available to ten artists selected by the co-curators
Maria Miranda and myself [Fig. 5-10]. The artists were invited to project their responses to these
materials into the busy day/night life cycle of the city and its public spaces – our own city habitat.
In the curatorial statement for NITD Maria Miranda and I wrote:
Despite what we think we know about the aftermath of fire, there's surprisingly little
understanding of its effects on native wildlife. Looking at the photos there is something
incredibly intimate and unguarded about them. It's as if wildlife social-realism meets the
monochromatic aesthetic of night vision surveillance and we are becoming voyeurs of
another intelligence at work – which we would not have encountered otherwise.
(Brüggemeier and Miranda 2012)

All seven works created by the artists in NITD included sound components, even though the main
project driver was the visual material from these survey data collections. While only a side issue
here, this will play a more important role in the succeeding project NITD II, which I am currently
preparing. In this work I am following the same project formula, but this time I am exploring the
underwater world of the ocean along the Victorian shore. I want to emphasise more strongly, in
NITD II, the sense and sensitivity of shared space created through technology probing species
boundaries. This approach is based on the findings from the production of the first iteration,
combined with the insights of the research presented in this thesis.
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Nature in the Dark I was initially conceived as video projections for urban public space. Its first
presentation took place on the Big Screen at Federation Square (Fed Square) in Melbourne [Fig. 1112], which is a prominent location situated right at the centre of Melbourne's CBD. Adjacent to
Flinders Street railway station, Fed Square is home to big cultural institutions in Melbourne like the
National Gallery of Victoria and the Australian Centre for the Moving Image. Fed Square has a
giant public screen (the Big Screen) which is often used in conjunction with large-scale events that
are taking place on the square. Fed Square Pty Ltd, which manages the space, offered Miranda and
me the opportunity to show the videos on this public screen, in rotation with other scheduled
programmes and events over the period from the 21st of November - 22nd of December 2012. This
meant that the videos played in slots that were not booked for scheduled events, or in breaks
between events. This resulted in the videos often being played in the early morning hours. Although
I do not have any actual figures for the number of people who were exposed to the videos, based on
my personal observations from two site visits during that month, my impression was that the public
exposure did not have the impact that the location might suggest. This is also reflected in the fact
that I have not received any personal feedback on this event. While the presentation of the works on
the screen looked impressive, its inclusion within the broader activities in the square felt
disjunctive. I came to the conclusion that the screen would have the strongest impact when used in
conjunction with an event happening on the square right in front of it. Without such a link, any
projections on this screen, I would argue, are subject to a highly transitory crowd movement of
people passing through on their way from place A to B. More crucially, they would be subject to
more general suspicion of being some kind of advertisement. This is because commercials are the
dominant content of, and context for, video projections and screens in urban space.54 When NITD I
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This observation, for instance, is shared by researcher and Urban Screens festival curator Miriam Struppek
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was presented as part of the Gertrude Street Projection Festival 2014 (GSPF2014), the disjunction I
had observed in the context of the Big Screen at Federation Square was not evident. This time the
work was compatibly embedded in the festive activities of an event that annually presents video
works in shopfront windows and public walls along Gertrude Street in Fitzroy, Melbourne. The
GSPF2014 took place over a number of consecutive days from the 18th - 27th of July 2014. In line
with the process on the Big Screen at Fed Square, the projections at GSPF2014 were somewhat
transient, making it difficult to evaluate the impact of these projections on the audience, apart from
a very approximated number count of general attendance. I can, however, verify that I received
more personal feedback via email in regard to the presentation at GSPF2014. On a conceptual level
one difference between these two formats of presentation is that the Big Screen is a fixed
installation hardwired into the architecture of the place, while GSPF2014 follows a different
approach. The GSPF2014 festival theme was transience, highlighting the particularly ephemeral
nature of video projections. The projected video images only come to life when the light of the
projector is emitted. The festival accommodates this spirit by only running the projections from
6pm till midnight and by only minimally intervening in the actual arrangement of the shopfront
windows. For nine days the projections are set to be activated for a certain period of time at night.
This happens via timers with no further maintenance necessary, and then the images disappear
again. Having the video works, inclusive of the photographs of the animals from the surveys reappear in the context of GSPF2014 and projected into the urban space of Melbourne was very close
to what Maria Miranda and I had in mind, when we started to work on this project. The ephemeral
nature of video projections in public space resonates with the aesthetic quality that we saw in the

(www.interactionfield.de). I am referring here to a presentation that Miriam gave about “public space – interaction –
digital media” at the radical connector(s) 01 conference that I organised in 2004 in Weimar, Germany.
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survey photography. They are trace-like documents of a transient encounter, which would not likely
have been otherwise caught on camera with a human photographer present. The ghostly materiality
of the video projections, visible only for as long as the light emitted from the projectors hits on a
visible surface, reflects and transports the actual content of the projected works. Because of the
transient nature of these video projections and the anonymous encounter in public space that they
entail, it is quite tricky to evaluate the reception and impact of the work on the audience.
The subsequent presentation of NITD I as an exhibition in the main gallery at the La Trobe
University Visual Arts Centre (VAC) in Bendigo, over a period of seven and a half weeks (August
13th - October 5th 2014), led to more feedback, than the earlier presentations. Feedback on the
public screenings tended to be a confirmation that the sender of the email has seen the work
followed by a short positive statement like “I liked the way it was presented” or “it was great to see
the work”. By contrast some of the feedback from the exhibition involved comments on more subtle
aspects like the overall spatial atmosphere, the arrangement of the work in the space, or the lighting
and how this influenced the impact of the works. An anecdotal reference I received about this
exhibition stated:
Still at the doorway peering through the themed darkness of night, you can't help but be
captivated by the twinkle of tiny reflective eyes, randomly flashing silver out into the
blackness of the room, subsequently capturing your attention and pulling you into the
world and exhibition of Nature in the Dark. … Walking around and watching separate
instances of nocturnal creatures, scurrying about their natural habitat, … you quickly
get an understanding of the sensitivity and thought put into this exhibition. Often
exhibits are purely about the artist, and are not giving insight to alternative thoughts
other than their personal interpretation, but this exhibition clearly demonstrated a
passion ... to show the beauty of nocturnal life and all the little critters that inhabit this
space which make this world a very special and unique place. Using technology, nature
and art it is clear that this artist is exploring himself through the world in which he lives
in, exploring the relationship we have with the natural world and sharing with us his
findings. (private email)
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The explanation for the different nature of the feedback is obvious, and can be pinned down to three
things: firstly a gallery space offers more control for creating immersive experiences and
atmospheric subtleties, secondly the audience that comes to a gallery is already attuned to
experience art works and is looking to be stimulated accordingly and thirdly the exhibiting of art in
a gallery context comes with less potential distractions from the viewing (and listening) experience.
Such context helps with particular questions of situated awareness, because these spatial nuances
and subtleties are paramount to the creation of atmospheric experiences. On the other hand the
ghostly and transient appearance of video projections in public space might offer less control over
certain spatial parameters. However it resonates very strongly with the concept of a project like
NITD, because one of its intentions was to create a gesture that points towards the rather ghostly
presence of “our ecological neighbours” within the anthropocentric habits of the busy night life of a
city. Based on experiences from previous art projects I would infer that the reception of the artistic
work with radio within an urban context would lie somewhere in-between the atmosphere of a
gallery presentation and that of video projections in public space. This is because the attention of
the listener, similar to the gallery visitor, is already dedicated to the work. Nevertheless the location
where the listening takes place may not enable the listener to give the radio their full range of
attention. For example the listener may be driving a car, sitting on the bus, walking down the street
or ironing clothes while listening to the radio.
I want to revisit Fuller's observation of art methodologies going feral in conjunction with the notion
of a TM practice as operating outside the arts context, both of which are discussed in chapter 2. I
conclude that NITD and the two other works of the unrelated relatedness series respectively,
remained within the institutional art context. In the case of NITD, however, I observed a TM like
instance in the fact of the technical appropriation of the cameras that are used in the surveys to
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study animals and in the long term to improve their protection. As previously mentioned these
cameras were originally developed for hunting purposes. In a similar way environmental groups in
East Gippsland use these cameras to document endangered species in logging coupes, for use as
evidence in court cases to prevent further logging. Here one could argue that a project like NITD is
taking the tactical repurposing of these cameras even one step further by integrating their
photographs in yet another context, namely the arts context. I have to stress here that NITD was
particularly interested in a wider range of photographs than the selected best shots, which, for
instance, already appeared on VNPA's social media sites. Field naturalists and activists working
with these cameras on a daily basis have indeed on several occasions, expressed their surprise to me
that these rather mundane photographs are being turned into art. As the initiator of the project I
would stress two even more important purposes of this project. Firstly it provides another form of
publicity for these environmental issues and access to an audience that differs from the usual
channels, through VNPA promoting its work. Secondly it does this with art that also involves these
ambiguous encounters that I have identified as an important element of a poetics of responsibility. I
also made linguistic differentiation between TM and TM inspired media arts practices. In view of
the spirit of TM and their tactical and clever approach of using the means at their disposal, I see the
NITD project as being inspired by TM. This has resulted in the use of an exhibition as a public
platform to engage with an audience and also the organisation public gatherings to address related
political issues. I organised the Nature in the Dark conference at VAC in Bendigo, on October 4th
2014, not only to facilitate a transdisciplinary conversation between academics from the natural
sciences and humanities, but also to link this to the wider topic of nature conservation and
environmental activism. In this regard the conference provided a platform for environmental
advocacy ranging from a regional and State level to the involvement of local environmental
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networks from the greater region of Bendigo.
In retrospect I came to understand that NITD I represents an example of creative research, through
which the artistic enquiry provided the impulse to initiate as well as sharpen and re-validate the
analytical focus of the theoretical research presented in this thesis. In this case my initial fascination
with the aesthetic qualities of the raw photographic material provided by VNPA encouraged me to
further investigate the experience of a contemporary media arts practice as a possible instance of a
poetics of responsibility.
NITD II will aim to continue this path of investigation in a more consolidated way. Here the title of
the project Nature in the Dark is not only intended to reference the nocturnal life of animals but
also the patchiness of human understanding of the planet's ecosystems. It will continue to operate
along the boundaries of gallery settings and public space.
3.8. UNRELATED RELATEDNESS - PART III: PLANET OCEAN
With the work planet ocean I arrived back on the sound track. It is the third and final contribution
to the unrelated relatedness series exhibition at the Visual Arts Centre in Bendigo, Australia. It was
the spatial auditory dimension of the underwater realm that I wanted to explore, in this instance,
within an installation setting. Here hundreds of tiny loudspeakers were enmeshed in white lycra
fabric hanging from the ceiling in the entrance to the gallery, forming a gateway to the exhibition
[Fig. 13-15]. In addition to the hundreds of tiny loudspeakers, I also attached a transducer
loudspeaker to the entrance wall, hidden behind the white lycra fabric. This kind of speaker
transfers the air pressure of sound into other materials such as, in this instance, the gallery wall.
This enabled the sounds to resonate in the hollow sections of the wall, which act like the chassis of
a loudspeaker. It gave the sound reception a more physical feel, particularly for the lower sound
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frequencies which are generally harder to locate, in terms of their direction of origin and which now
resonated through the whole wall. It also compensated for the lower frequency range that the small
speaker can not reproduce. The soundtrack was a collage played back as a two-channel loop. The
sounds used in this collage were made up of underwater recordings of the ocean. This included
underwater earthquakes, submarine test transmissions, and seals, as well as terrestrial animals that
use echolocation for their orientation (in this case recordings of bats from Victoria). I kept all
sounds in their original state without sound processing, because I wanted to emphasise the raw
sound aesthetic of underwater recordings and how these underwater sounds “break into” our
common perception range via hydrophones and similar technology. Added to this mix were voice
excerpts from the civilian ocean engineer, Graham Hawkes, who was talking about the spatial
challenge that the ocean offers to a human perspective, because of its truly three-dimensional
nature. According to Hawkes it does not make a difference whether fish swim sideways or up and
down, whereas humans are accustomed to moving in space on a plane in a basically twodimensional way. This represents a mode of spatial thinking, which Hawkes argues is also present
in the design of most submarines. In an unreflective manner these submarines are designed to
maintain this terrestrial habit in a way that is similar to driving a car on a road with massive lights
and roaring engines.55 The spatial approach of the installation emphasised the three-dimensional
nature of the ocean sound space, while the sound aesthetic of the work drew attention to the
mediation and transduction work taking place in order to hear those sounds. Combining these
elements in an installation setting, demonstrated to me how a media arts practice can contribute to a
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On this note a puzzling case of this “engine communication” happened with an orca called Luna in Canadian waters.
In order to attract in a playful manner the attention of humans in a boat next to him, Luna started to imitate different
engine sounds, which he grew so familiar with in his encounters with humans over the years. See website:
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_detailpage&v=3X8nIXTtgBk>, viewed 18 Feb 2014.
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sense of situated awareness of non-terrestrial ecological spaces – without attempting to merely
simulate a spatial reality underwater. In this regard it helped me to more precisely distinguish
between a sense of situated awareness and the simulation of a spatial reality. The former strongly
emphasises, in a more transparent manner, our active role as participants in the processing and
translating of an experience in a setting of extremophile aesthetic. An anecdotal reference I received
about the installation stated:
Wrapped around the gallery entrance like a barnacle to a hull, planet ocean immersed
me in aquatic sounds disrupted by scientific whispers. I felt I was crossing a threshold
between the real and the imagined world; between nature and science, myself and
technology. (private email)

When it comes to the oceans, we have only begun to understand that in the marine world “imaging”
is primarily an acoustic affair and it is not, as the French oceanographer and filmmaker JacquesYves Cousteau wrote, a “silent world” (Cousteau 1953). The image of the ocean has been changed
over the centuries not only in the popular imagination but also in the scientific world. In microbiology, for instance, scientists have come to understand that the individual single-cell microbes
that they study, not only happen to be situated in the sea, but also that they actually are the sea –
like dissolved information. In his book Alien Oceans, Helmreich explores imagery that the scientists
employ when discussing their research subjects. When joining a group of microbiologists on a
deep-water exploration dive inside the submersible Alvin, Helmreich turned his attention to the
acoustic realm created during this dive. This led him to question the widespread notion of
immersion as related to the experience of soundscapes. In his book, he makes a case for an
auditorily inspired attention to the “modulating relations that produce insides and outsides, subjects
and objects, sensation and sense data”. The purpose for this is to tune into surroundings “that allow
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resonance, reverberation, echo – senses, in brief, of presence and distance, at scales ranging from
individual to collective” (Helmreich 2007, p. 622). Immersing himself with his co-travellers during
the dive into the medium of water, he argues that the concept of perceptual immersion becomes
rather a rhetorical tool. He says it promises “experiential truth” while not addressing the question of
the organisation of space, medium and milieu or investigating how boundaries are produced and
crossed – whether of an ecosystem or a social order.
Finding himself immersed in a situation similar to Connor's early radio operators, he advocated,
from an anthropologist's point of view, the concept of transduction as a way to think about scales of
presence, to “place heterogenous realities in contact, and to become something different”
(Mackenzie 2002, p. 18 cited in Helmreich 2007, p. 633). He maintained that that three-dimensional
space that has been central to the auditory sense and to concepts ranging from Feld's
“acoustemology” to Schafer's “soundscape”, may invite a more transductive approach to the spaces
we operate in and our concepts of sensing them. “[T]he more sight-centred idiom of reflexivity”
(Helmreich 2007, p. 633) in its “perspectivalism”, according to Helmreich, already poses
methodological and theoretical implications such as being engaged and distanced at the same time.
planet ocean poses a playful interpretation of the spatial nature of the underwater world of the
ocean and a fluid way of listening to it, while emphasising different acoustic technologies that
humans use to acoustically and spatially “break into” it. In line with the early radio operators this is
an activity that not only transmits an acoustic signal out into the terrain but also listens to what
sounds back to it. Hawkes suggests that the underwater world poses several conceptual challenges
to the human mind including its truly three-dimensional nature, but also the difficult access to it. In
view of this it has to be emphasised that how this predominantly acoustic realm is shared sonically
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often resembles a military rationale as to navigation (apart from attempting to listen in on enemies
while secretly communicating with one's allies). Meanwhile wider environmental impacts are being
ignored. Research, for instance, demonstrates that navy sonar can actually have lethal impacts on
marine mammals. It suggests links between incidences of mass stranding of whales and military
sonar use.56 Another highly publicised issue is the environmental impact of boat engine noise itself.
While the exact impacts are still being researched, it is widely acknowledged that these forms of
anthropogenic noise put stress on terrestrial and aquatic animals. In concluding this section I
reiterate Hawke’s observation, from his perspective as a designer of submarine vessels, that to enter
the ocean as if driving a car on a road with massive lights and roaring engines does not reflect much
of a situated awareness of the underwater world.
3.9. FROM INTERGALACTICAL AND INTER-SPECIES COMMUNICATION TO THE TACTICAL MEDIA ART
OF NATALIE JEREMIJNEKO
Since its inception, the technical idiosyncrasies of terrestrial radio or more broadly “wireless
signalling” have unleashed the dream of absolute communication and universal contact. This goes
hand in hand with a general conception that we are potentially sharing this electromagnetic space
with whoever else might be out there. Marconi reputedly believed that sound actually never dies – it
just diminishes endlessly. Roads' assertion, therefore, that radio waves may indeed be the last traces
of human existence, may turn out correct. Radio waves, however, have the longest wavelengths in
the electromagnetic spectrum. Having said that, objects in space, such as planets and comets, giant
clouds of gas and dust, and stars and galaxies, emit light at many different wavelengths. Some of
the light that they emit has very large wavelengths. These long waves are in the radio region of the
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See the website of the Natural Resources Defence Council that organises a public campaign based on the research of
these “lethal sounds”. <http://www.nrdc.org/wildlife/marine/sonar.asp>, viewed on 22 Dec 2014.
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electromagnetic spectrum [Fig.16]. Many astronomical objects emit radio waves, so by tuning into
the radio dial we can still can hear the Universe moving today, just as the earliest radio operators
did.57 This fact led astronomers to develop sophisticated systems to allow them to make pictures
from the radio waves emitted by astronomical objects - otherwise known as radio telescopes.
Another quality that I see in terrestrial radio technology is that it provides a relatively open standard
and communication protocol by comparison with most military applications of the airspace, as well
as most current digital standards that are closed source. This view is shared by the SETI institute,
which is dedicated to the search for extra-terrestrial intelligence and the study of life in the universe.
The SETI institute is interested in broadcast radio as a means to detect “evidence of technological
civilizations” (SETI 2013). Its website states:
In terrestrial radio practice, narrow-band signals are often called “carriers.” They pack a
lot of energy into a small amount of spectral space, and consequently are the easiest
type of signal to find for any given power level. If E.T. is a decent (or at least
competent) engineer, he'll use narrow-band signals as beacons to get our attention.
(SETI 2013)

The SETI initiative goes back to the research work of radio astronomer, Frank Drake, who
developed the Drake Equation to calculate the number of civilisations in our galaxy that could
potentially communicate with us. In 1961 a number of scientists gathered at the Green Bank
Observatory to discuss specific factors thought to play a role in the development of “technological
civilizations” or at least to stimulate “intellectual curiosity about the universe around us”.58 As
Connor pointed out, space has indeed been “radiolised”. Although the Polish science fiction writer
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For more detailed research on early avant-garde endeavours to render our planet as well as the Universe audible, see
Douglas Kahn's book Earth Sound Earth Signal - Energies and Earth Magnitude in the Art (2013).
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Stanislaw Lem notes in his SETI-dedicated novel His Master's Voice, “when 'questions' were
separated from the 'answers' they received by a time that was on the order of centuries, it was hard
to call such an exchange 'dialogue'” (Lem 1983, p. 103 cited in Peters 1999, p. 251). In Peters’
view, this shows that SETI actually recognised the gaps that make up communication. By drawing a
connection between early psychological research into telepathy and SETI, Peters stresses that both
fields of research have developed innovative methodologies for sorting messages from static, signal
from noise. Peters notes, in the context of his research on the history of the idea of communication,
that these two inquiries have come to produce “methods to restrain the human rage for order, the
will to impose meaning on randomness or otherness, and our overzealousness incredulity” (Peters
1999, p. 249).
Among scientists gathered at the Green Bank Observatory was John C. Lilly, renowned for his
communication research with dolphins and with the tursiops truncatus in particular. At the height of
the Cold War, Lilly belonged to a generation of scientists deeply concerned with human world
affairs. In a radical departure from human communication he decided to focus on inter-species
communication instead, with the ultimate hope that success in this field might have impact on
human communication both globally and beyond, as in the case of SETI. Lilly chose the tursiops
truncatus for several reasons: firstly he observed complex communication behaviour within the
species as well as an interest in exchange with humans; secondly, he noted that they possess a brain
that in mass is only slightly bigger than the human. Lilly hypothesised that inter-species
communication could be achieved, but it would need to happen as equals among equals. He
concluded that because of the rather small acoustic frequency range humans share with dolphins it
would be easier to teach a dolphin to speak English than a human to speak Dolphinese. He noted
that dolphins can use the two channels of their blowhole independently from each other, which
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allows them to communicate to each other in stereo, so to speak, whereas human communication is
in mono. So far no breakthrough has been reported toward this inter-species communication and
current research has shifted towards the study of complex communication behaviour among
dolphins. Other researchers like Diana Reiss, a former stage designer who became a leading
scientist in this area, recall Lilly as a very inspiring person. However she acknowledges that some
of his projects might have lacked long-term scientific rigour (Reiss 2011, p. 92). My interest in
Lilly's research lies less in its scientific legacy and more as a cultural practice and as a concrete and
fascinating media and architectural manifestation of sharing space sonically. Following his
understanding of the sonic space humans share with dolphins, Lilly modified his research lab in a
similar manner to Peljhan's Makrolab. The purpose was to mirror this situated awareness in a
concrete architectural structure in order to cater for the possibility of communicative encounters
between species. The photographs [Fig. 23-25] show the experimental setting for one of his
experiments.
For 10 weeks in 1965, Lilly’s research associate, Margaret Howe, lived with a dolphin named Peter
at the Communication Research Institute, Virgin Islands, US. The two shared a partially flooded,
two-room house with a connected deep-water pool. In the flooded rooms the water was just shallow
enough for Margaret to wade through and just deep enough for Peter to swim. Microphones and
hydrophones were installed, which allowed a two-way communication from air to water. Margaret
and Peter were constantly interacting with each other; eating, sleeping, working, and playing
together. Margaret slept on a bed that floated in saltwater and worked on a floating desk, so that
Peter was free to come and go. While the imagined long-term scenario was never realised, it would
have involved free access from the sea for the dolphin and more of a wider family life situation for
the human in the house.
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To a degree, both of Lilly's research interests could be seen as echoes in the art project Space Flight
Dolphin (SFD) [Fig. 26-27] by the American artist Richard Clar. Clar conceived SFD in 1982, as an
interdisciplinary art-in-space SETI project to be deployed in the low-Earth orbit. This satellite
sculpture in the shape of a life-sized dolphin is meant to transmit a signal modulated by dolphin
“voices” that may be detected by an extraterrestrial intelligence. Clar maintains that SFD “adds to
the history of human beings communicating through art with symbols that transcend the boundaries
of time and culture” (Clar 1993). He noted that it would be like a symbol waiting to be discovered
on the wall of a cave, but “now in outer space” (Clar 1993). He successfully applied for the NASA
Get-Away Special (GAS) programme that presented a relatively low cost space service with a
launch of a 5-cu-ft and 20~1b canister into space. In order to qualify for the GAS programme, the
payload had to be justified to NASA in terms of human/technical benefit. Clar managed to convince
NASA by making a case for SFD as an experiment in communication with extraterrestrial
intelligence (CETI), based on NASA's own research in the area of the search for extraterrestrial
intelligence (SETI). The sculpture would have been constructed with 55-Nitinol wire. This nickeltitanium alloy possesses a “shape memory,” which would allow it to fold together in order to fit into
the GAS canister and once released, it would remember to fold back into its original dolphin shape.
Clar, with the help of the designers Seth Allan Hawkins and Jeff Cain from UCR ARTSblock,
engineered the wire-frame dolphin, the satellite, and the audio component of the dolphin voice.
However the Challenger shuttle program put the GAS program on hold following the Challenger
explosion in 1986. The project could not be realised until recently.
It is noteworthy that Clar did not settle for radio waves as carrier waves for his satellite, but
“magnetohydrodynamic waves”. Here the dolphin-voice modulated signal would trigger changes in
the magnetic field in outer space from a normal steady state to a dynamic state. This would occur in
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a very small period of time that was hopefully long enough to be registered by an ETI. The reason
why Clar chose a dolphin and not a human voice was that water is considered symbolically as well
as scientifically as the basis of biogenesis, the foundation for life. It thus plays an important role for
SETI in its search for other life in the universe. He figured that the dolphin - as a water dwelling
animal with a communication behaviour developed in water - might more easily resonate with any
ETI than would human communication behaviour. His works demarcate a connection between outer
space and oceans on planet earth, an idea also found in Lilly's research focus. Among the
comparisons drawn between those two, the salient connection is that, similar to a radio telescope for
outer space, the oceans present a realm where sonic modes of sensing prevail, whether it is human
echolocation or bio sonar. Both present us with spatial situations that are extreme to the human, and
exemplify the intertwining of “topographies, media of transmission and listening bodies” in our
strategies to make sense of them. But they also challenge concepts of situated awareness inherited
in human terrestrial thinking, in that they both are truly three-dimensional spaces. Navigating
through them requires sensory capability to reflect this, which is different to terrestrial practice.
In the opinion of the marine ecologist and aquanaut Dr. Sylvia Earle, Earth is a misnomer for our
planet, which should have been called “planet ocean”. A renowned diver, Earle participated in the
Tektite59 program [Fig. 28]. Similar to Peljhan's Makrolab but limited to scientists only, this
American scientists-in-the-sea program was about the work and life of scientists in extremely
isolated living conditions on the sea floor. Inspired in part by NASA's budding Skylab program,
Tektite was carried out in two project phases in 1969 and 1970. In Tektite I, four men lived in the
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See also Bruce B. Collette Results of the Tektite Program: Ecology of Coral-Reef Fishes, published by the American
Academy of Underwater Sciences (AAUS). Available: <http://www.si.edu/dive/pdfs/Collette.pdf>, viewed 18 Feb
2014.
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Tektite Habitat for 60 days, whereas Tektite II comprised ten missions lasting 10-20 days with four
scientists and an engineer on each mission, including an all-women aquanaut team led by Earle.
Looking like a pair of silos dropped from the outside to the bottom of the sea, the research work it
facilitated covered areas from marine ecology to biomedical, psychological and habitability
research. Approaching media arts and sound as a conceptual interface for this new eco-aesthetic
arena realises the notion that to go “extremophile” does not necessarily mean to go dry in Carter's
sense, as decoupled from a situated and material context. Rather it probes the defining boundaries
of situated awareness of the current status quo.
Another approach to these spatial explorations of the underwater realm can be seen in the work of
the Australian artist, engineer and inventor Natalie Jeremijenko and works such as Amphibious
Architecture (in collaboration with The Living) or the Melbourne Mussel Choir. Jeremijenko, who
co-founded the tactical media collective Bureau of Inverse Technology [bit] together with the artist
and engineer Kate Rich in 1991, recently ventured into the domain of bio feedback. Jeremijenko's
work locates environmental activism in the city and in the case of the projects cited here, it aims at
public interaction with water as an animate urban surface. The biofeedback mechanism that
Jeremijenko employed works in two ways. The first is to leave the actual sensing to biomass or the
organisms' own devices which then are fed into a technological framework to be networked and
distributed in channels for human communication, as in the case of the Melbourne Mussel Choir.
The second way, as in the case of Amphibious Architecture, involved chemical and motion sensors
being submerged in the East River of New York City. The information they gathered was actually
presented as a communication interface for both parties – the human citizens of New York and the
animals living in the river. In this latter case, the intention was to let animals register their
“response” to human environments in human terms. Amphibious Architecture will not end the
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Eiseleyian melancholic loneliness in a strict sense. Yet Jereminjenko's tactical media practice
combines DIY experimenting and remote sensing into a form of urban ecological activism that
inclines toward a trans-species urbanism and a technology usage, suited not only to serve
anthropocentric purposes. It therefore represents an important mental shift towards ecological
“responsibility”. She utilises technology to create an environmental scenario that is dynamic and
evolving and that encourages engagement and intervention, while at the same time expanding the
public as potential assemblage beyond the notion of the human, to an ecological bigger picture. In
this regard, Jeremijenko's work adds to the notion of “post-social” the activity of non-human actors.
Otherwise “post-social” is commonly associated with the dissolution, dematerialisation or deterritorialisation of the experience of social connection in contemporary society.
As its method Amphibious Architecture employed several sensors (sonar for detecting fish presence,
chemical sensors for measuring levels of nitrates, dissolved oxygen or pH, and accelerometer for
hydrodynamic forces) that were set up to transmit their information to buoyant LED devices in the
river. These devices visualised the data according to different light codes (white for fish activity,
yellow for pH, red for nitrate, orange for dissolved oxygen, and blue light for tilt) [Fig. 29-31]. The
same information was also interfaced with an SMS system. With a registered phone number, one
could receive system messages saying: “Underwater, it is now loud. To find out more, text
'HeyHerring' or 'AhoyAnchovie' or 'GreatEast'.” If you texted back the reply: “HeyHerring,” for
instance, you could have received the following message, “Hey there! There are 11 of us … it’s
pretty nice down here … Dissolved Oxygen is higher than last week …” (Harrison 2013, p. 292).
As is apparent here, the overall tone of the project was very playful. However, for the design
theorist Lourie Harrison the idea of SMSing fish “may be a joke but one which performs in ways
that outlasts its punch line” (Harrison 2013, p. 293), because it convincingly questions urban
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planning's anthropocentrism.
Jeremijenko's Melbourne Mussel Choir operates within a similar frame. Initiated by the Melbourne
arts organisation carbon arts, it was planned to be placed in Melbourne Docklands, a gentrified
prime real estate area next to Melbourne CBD60 [Fig. 32-33]. Rather than adopting the given view
of water as a decorative but essential inert component of the urban landscape, the project strives to
animate and penetrate deeper under the surface of this urban living water feature by highlighting the
fact that “one mussel can filter as much as 6-9 litres of water/hour”.61 Being able to measure the
“hall effect” of these mussels, which means the opening and closing of their shells, can give a realtime indication of the water quality in the Docklands. Subverting the rather static perception of
water features in urban space, the Mussel Choir was meant to provide a dynamic interface that
continuously and in real-time indicates a level of water quality. Jeremijenko gives each mussel a
“voice” by converting the shell activities into sound. As the project websites states: “the artwork
uses the behaviour of the organisms themselves as a biologically meaningful measure of pollutant
exposure in order to produce a public spectacle”.62 Unafraid of populism, both works engage the
concept of an extended public space, where the “local audience” is comprised of “human, piscine,
avian and one or two beavers and turtles” (Jeremijenko & Bratton 2008, p. 21). When I attended a
briefing meeting for Melbourne Mussel Choir organised by carbon arts,63 it was explained that the
sound would be displayed via bone conducting panels. This means through body contact with the
panel, most likely in the head area, sound is being transferred directly via the bones in the listener's

60

At the Lend Lease’s Docklands development to be more precise.
From the Melbourne Mussel Choir website: <http://www.carbonarts.org/projects/melbourne-mussel-choir/>, viewed
18 Feb 2014.
62
From the Melbourne Mussel Choir website: <http://www.carbonarts.org/projects/melbourne-mussel-choir/>, viewed
18 Feb 2014.
63
See website: <http://www.carbonarts.org/events/mussel-choir-lab>, viewed 18 Feb 2014.
61
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head and body. No further amplification is needed. The advantage of Jeremijenko's method is that
no additional noise pollution is created on site.
Amphibious Architecture and Melbourne Mussel Choir represent, in my understanding, tactical
communities of sense per se, where the gathering and interpretation of environmental data is
productively situated in a public sphere. This is similar to citizen science projects like the VNPA's
NatureWatch, while at the same time questioning boundaries of who and what actually constitutes a
public sphere. Jeremijenko describes this interactive design as “architecture of reciprocity,”
stimulating curiosity and engagement versus a “do-not-disturb” attitude present in some ecoconservation approaches. Here she shares a similar concern about the way nature is portrayed,
including by the popular environmental movement, as that expressed by Morton. She advocates
instead “a view of nature where we’re inside it, interacting with it, where urban forms are a part of
nature and act as their own natural systems” (Berger 2007, p. 16).
Jeremijenko's proposal to use sonic bone conduction for Mussel Choir offers two links that I want
to expand on in order to conclude chapter 3. The first is the fact that the display of sound via the
resonating bone of the listener's skull is only activated when the listener is in direct contact with the
installation. This creates a scenario where both the mussel and the human listener are equally and
simultaneously measured, indeed in a reciprocal gesture, which I believe is intrinsically significant
to the actual sound design for this work. The second link I perceive is that the sonic bone
conduction also emphasises the “psychedelic space inside the head itself”, which for me reconnects
with My City is a Hungry Ghost. This closes the narrative circle of this chapter, with both works
correlating the psychedelic space inside with the urban everyday – the starting point for
Jeremijenko's ecological activism. This resembles an extremophile awareness, expressed in my
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work with the reference to the notion of unrelated relatedness. This, however, is not meant to
celebrate a human “disconnect” from ecological reality, but to highlight sensitisation with situated
awareness of the new eco-aesthetic arena of these “new sensitivities”, as a contribution by media
arts practice to the wider quest for a poetics of responsibility.
3.10. CONCLUSIONS
It has been my aim to showcase examples of media arts practice and theory that have engaged with
questions of responsibility and that create modes of situated awareness in an environmental as well
as in an ecological context. In my view these works incorporate a mode of situated awareness that
prevails over the mode of authenticity, often associated with place-based ideals. They question the
static notion of our perception and provide a framework in which moments of ambiguity can be
productively employed. I consider these works as political: with reference to Rancière's
communities of sense, the political dimension lies in the tactical probing of those works beyond the
current sensory status quo in society. My intention has been to make clear that it is not about
judging a sensory experience, according to mediated versus unmediated or digital versus analogue –
looking at a tree's leaves tells you something about air pollution as does the EPA air pollution index
– but about being sensitive to the experience. In the end this comes down to the question of how to
make sense of the “sense data”, which is also a political question. If I were examining the example
of a tree's leaves, from a tactical media point of view, a good place to start would certainly be to
question how sensible the data provided by the EPA might be in the first place. I have introduced
Bec's metaphor of the extremophile because I agree with him that the most important step to begin
with is to acknowledge the ecological risks and dangers that we are currently facing. I also consider
that media are to a degree extremophile, be they artistic, activistic or scientific, as they represent
perceptual prosthetics. This is so, not only in the sense that they extend our reach into spheres we
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could not survive in, but also because they intensify to a degree the extremes of our own oscillation
between our inner and outer worlds – a responsiveness that can be driven to extremes. Here I am
indeed convinced that the rich pool of experience and theoretical reflection that media arts practice
and its related theory have gained through their engagement with these matters, can be seen as an
important contribution to the current environmental discussion.
I contend that being extremophile does not necessarily mean neglecting spatial concerns, but quite
the contrary, as I have aimed to demonstrate in this chapter. Because of this, it can create a situated
awareness that is responsive to, and becomes responsible for, its surroundings in a dynamic,
evolving and non-stagnating way. And by sharing (internal and external) spaces sonically, I have
observed in these works and their reception incidences of a poetics of responsibility.
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4. Conclusions
The English proverb out of sight, out of mind is in no way an appropriate motto to address the issue
of the Anthropocene. It does, however, raise a question about the nature of the aesthetics of such an
age. As I have presented it, the ecocritical discussion recognises that one of the pressing challenges
in the current time of ecological crisis is the “re-negotiation of our relationship with reality”
(Mathews 2010, p. 8), which necessitates, as Garrad contends, the conceptual shift from a poetics of
authenticity to a poetics of responsibility.
Garrad's quest for a poetics of responsibility is highlighted by what he observes as a sense of a
“failed promise of authenticity,” which he notices even in current critical environmental writing. He
considers that this failed promise of authenticity is intensified when these writers attempt to address
globally connected ecological challenges such as global warming. As I have shown in chapter 1,
Garrad's observation of a failed promise of authenticity is supported by claims of other ecocritical
theorists like Morton and Heise. It has served as a point of departure for my argument that the
perspective of a media arts practice such as tactical media (TM) makes an important contribution to
my investigation of a poetics of responsibility at the time of the Anthropocene. This is because it
provides examples of a media-aided situated awareness that can support our coming to terms with
the human embeddedness in a wider ecological system. Following Garrad's assertion that we can
see the Earth as a process rather than an object. Becoming responsible then means to acknowledge
“contingency and indeterminacy at a fundamental level” (Garrad). Although Garrad limits the focus
of his discussion to an external relationship with our environment, the work of Waldenfels and
Morton stress the internal aspect of such a relationship. For them the relationship with our
environment results in an experiential gap in our encounter with the alien or the strange stranger.
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This occurs as we are oscillating between inner and outer; familiar and unfamiliar; separate and
interrelated states of being; or between being host and hostage. In a similar way, the search for a
poetics of responsibility has as its starting point a subjective quest to initiate the process of
becoming responsible, based on a “broken experience” (Waldenfels). It is important to emphasise
that this “broken experience” gives rise to a moment of ambiguity. Instead of papering over this
crack in our experience, Morton identifies this exact moment of ambiguity as a generating force of
the mesh as well as a moment of hope, because it creates a traction from the individual ego
outwards. In Levinas’ analysis, the reason for this is that we will not find our own “salvation” inside
ourselves. Therefore, in these moments of ambiguity lies the actual motivation to care about others
and our environment. Or in the words of Levinas the me becomes responsible for the responsibility
of the others. The contributions of theorists like Morton and artists like Jeremijenko and, I hope
myself, to the environmental discussion in the humanities, pushes the boundaries of what
constitutes “these others” including the non-human as well.
Coming back to the initial research question of this thesis if contemporary media arts practice can
potentially generate instances of lived experiences of a poetics of responsibility in aesthetic and
ethical terms? One of my main conclusions in this thesis is that it is essential for a poetics of
responsibility to extend the notion of the other to the non-human and to embrace these moments of
ambiguity as a vital part of it. When commenting on the issue of the failed promise of authenticity,
Morton asserts that the concept of nature itself is the very stumbling block for many of the
environmental discussions currently taking place (Morton 2007). In Morton’s view, the notion of
nature as employed by large parts of the popular environmental movement is based on ecological
representation and aesthetic distance, which not only creates a rather picturesque divide between
“us” and “it” but also proves to be too static to keep up with the changing pace of evolution.
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“Naturalness” thus should be regarded more as a temporal illusion, as vividly demonstrated in timelapse animation of living flowers. This aspect of Morton's critique is complemented by a number of
other international theorists and thinkers, who all add further facets. As I outlined in chapter 1, on
the same note but from a more conservationist perspective, Monbiot advocates a shift in our notion
of nature from a wild to self-willed ecosystem. Another example is Heise's critique of the “ethic of
proximity,” which Beck aims to tackle with his concept of global risks. By summarising these
aspects of the ecocritical discussion, I have identified Latour's call for a “post-global aesthetics” as
a very constructive contribution to the discussion of a poetics of responsibility. This has informed
the development of the argument that I have presented here on three levels. Firstly Latour's critique
of the theoretical implications of the mere visual representation of the image of the globe as sphere
prepares the ground to further investigate how other modes of sensory perception, like sound, can
add to this discussion. To reiterate his argument, the presentation of the globe as sphere visually
suggests not only a uniformity in opinions that currently does not exist, for instance, in the current
public discussion about, for instance, man-made climate change, but also confuses scale with a
visual illusion as utilised by Google Earth(™). Here Latour is less worried about our general
dependency on mediated perception as part of the living reality in the Anthropocene and the loss of
“authenticity” through media simulation as such. His main concern is that some of these visual
techniques may lend themselves to misleading conclusions, which Mathews describes as the “renegotiation of our relationship with reality”. Secondly, I have identified in Latour's post-global
aesthetic, an aesthetic and conceptual principle which I already see at work in political media arts
practices subsumed under tactical media (TM), as discussed in chapter 2. Thirdly and finally, given
that Latour makes his claim for a post-global aesthetic against the background of the still raging
public dispute about man-made climate change and concepts like the Anthropocene, this stresses the
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political dimension of the sensible and its distribution. All three aspects support my claim for the
significance of the contribution that a media arts perspective offers to the current environmental
discussion, because such a perspective represents forms of situated awareness through the tactical
employment of the “new sensitivities” (Latour 2013).
According to Latour becoming responsible in the age of Anthropocene requires making use of the
instruments and technologies available to extend our sensory perception and cocooning ourselves in
with as many loops as possible in order to sensitise with the wider ecosphere. These “new
sensitivities” are spread across the academic disciplines and challenge the established boundaries of
human categories as shown in the work of climate scientists like Crutzen or artists like Cage or
Peljhan. Further, the current discussion about the legitimacy of a concept of the Anthropocene as
such, highlights the political dimension of the aesthetics of the “new sensitivities”. This assumes
that one is willing to extend the notion of aesthetics beyond the strict realm of art and to include the
conceptual coordinates and modes of visibility in society in general. Aesthetics then means the
distribution of the sensible (Rancière), which informs the political, as it marks the domain of what
is accessible to the public. As these boundaries shift, established canons of interpretation can be
rendered obsolete. It might seem counter-intuitive to advocate a post-global aesthetics at the time of
global warming, when all signs are calling for a global approach to tackle the challenges. Latour
stresses, however, that scale is achieved through the number of connections and is not possible
through a sudden shift of perspective, however suggestive this may appear with software like
Google Earth(™). This is congruent with Lovink's observation of the “unavoidable trend of
becoming micro” (Lovink 2002b, p. 236) in the Internet age. Or, as he puts it, there won't be any
one party or one movement that will save us. In this regard I consider TM as a media practice that
exemplifies a more nuanced concept of the global. This is something that Heise has identified as a
156

lack within large parts of the popular environmental movement (in her case in the US), as I have
discussed in chapter 1.
What I understand as the tactical approach to these moments of ambiguity as a part of the palette of
tools in contemporary media arts practices like TM is, in my opinion, a far more crucial matter. This
forms an important point in my argument, because it links the media arts practice of TM back to the
initial ecocritical discussion. I have therefore argued in chapter 2 for a tactical understanding of
these moments of ambiguity as part of a poetics of responsibility, in order to reconsider the human
position in the wider ecological frame of planet Earth. As I have discussed earlier in my conclusion,
ambiguity is similar to Waldenfels' phenomenology of the alien. It is not an area that we can direct
our activities towards, as much as being a reservoir of experience from which our actions originate.
It is this moment of ambiguity that, for Morton, becomes the ecological identity check for our
encounter with the strange stranger. Moments of ambiguity then come to constitute our inclination
to care for anything other than ourselves. Moments of ambiguity also become, as Gillick argues, a
political weapon in the contradictory circumstances within a neoliberalist globalism and its
subsystems like the art world. Following these lines of thought, I have continued to argue that these
moments of ambiguity can be related to the notion of De Certeau's tacticality of the everyday. A
tacticality, as Rossiter argues, that also functions as a source of renewal for social networks,
including activism – be it activist, artistic or environmental. It is through a combination of “new
sensitivities” (Latour 2013), Rancière's communities of sense and De Certeau's tacticality of the
everyday, that I have identified in the repertoire of the artistic tricks of a political media arts
practice like TM I have depicted this as fluid thinking in waves.
I have noted in chapter 2 that it might seem a rather odd move to combine Carter's wet thinking with
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a political media arts practice like TM – given that the former is an argument for a language that is
situated and materially aware of the worldly embeddedness of its thinking and that the latter
concerns the virtuality of the new media realm. However, I deployed the figure of fluid thinking in
waves to mediate these differences and employed this figures to describe a situated awareness
through the artistic and tactical employment of the “new sensitivities” (Latour 2013). As I argued in
chapter 2, this contributes to Garrad's poetics of responsibility. In chapter 2 I also attributed fluid
thinking in waves to a media arts practice (and creative research in academia) that combines
reflexivity with a tactical and pragmatic approach in order to go beyond the rigid dichotomies of
binary thinking.
Returning to the notion of a situated awareness created through a media arts practice, I consider
these “new sensitivities” and their aesthetics as to a degree extremophile, be they artistic, activistic
or scientific. This is because they represent perceptual prosthetics not only in the sense that they
extend our reach into spheres where we could not survive, but also because they intensify the
extremes of our own oscillating between inner and outer worlds – a responsiveness that can be
driven to extremes. Here I have followed Kittler's argument: that we only discovered the
“psychedelic space inside our head” with the technical invention of the headphones. I have taken
this idea as an example of such extremophile aesthetics of media arts practice. The proverb “out of
sight, out of mind,” which I cited at the beginning of this conclusion, would therefore more
generally describe an out of sense, out of mind, where this outside of the sensory range would be
attributed to two possible areas. One would be the range of our biological mediated perception; the
other would be the unconscious. As Maccoby writes in the introduction to O'Brien's Operators and
Things, “the dry beach of the conscious mind is a poor relation to the unconscious” (Maccoby in
O'Brien 1975, p. vii). This led me to conclude that we are dealing with two kinds of “dryness” in
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Carter's argument about wet thinking. Carter's critique addresses the virtuality of language as a
medium of thought, when decoupled from its environment. This is constituted by the realm of
conscious/unconscious and the sensory experience of the material embeddedness of thinking.
Following on from that, I have developed the argument concerning media arts practice as fluid
thinking in waves. The idea is that although the nature of media arts is per se to engage with the
virtual of the new media, this does not necessarily mean that it has to be reduced to a disconnect
from its surroundings – it also expresses a situated awareness and a sense of becoming responsible.
By following the travel of sound and radio waves from the outer space, to the inside of the human
body, and along cross-species boundaries to the deepest depth of the ocean I have provided
examples of this sense of situated awareness that I came to understand as an incentive for Garrad's
poetics of responsibility in the age of the Anthropocene. Here my aim is to showcase examples of
media arts practice and theory that engage with questions of responsibility, and which create modes
of situated awareness in an ecological context. I have followed Roosth's observation that media arts
practice, like listening to cells, can shift human understanding to experiential, dynamic and
environmentally embedded categories. For me these works, where the mode of situated awareness
prevails over the mode of authenticity often associated with place-based ideals, question the static
notion of our perception and provide a framework in which moments of ambiguity can be employed
productively. As I have discussed above my intention has not been to introduce a distinction
between sensory experiences according to mediated versus unmediated, or digital versus analogue.
Looking at tree leaves tells you something about air pollution just as the EPA air pollution index
might also do, but to explore forms of sonic media arts as a conceptual interface initiates a more
generative aspect to this new eco-aesthetic arena. I have also introduced Bec's metaphor of the
human extremophile, because I agree with his realisation that the most important starting point is to
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acknowledge the ecological risks and dangers and their interdependences, of which we are just
starting to become aware.
By coming to the end of this chapter I have to stress that the conclusions that I present here are the
result of a creative research methodology. The field of creative research methodology in academia
is diverse and evolving. It can come in different shapes and sizes. I am not claiming that my
process, as documented in this thesis, is unique in this regard. What I regard as unique about
creative research, however, is its sensitivity to the context and different modes of knowledge
production and how these different contexts and modes may synthesise. In my case, I am arguing
that the outcome of research of this thesis is a result of the encounter of theoretical discourses with
the material and situational engagement with media technologies through my own artistic
experimentation, which I describe through my personal observations and external feedback that I
gathered along the way. Allowing both sides to follow their own tangents, forced me at one point to
radically reconsider my research orientation but it also helped me to consolidate these two aspects
more thoroughly in the end. And more importantly, it led me to outcomes both in terms of art
exhibitions and this thesis that I would not have achieved without one or the other.
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Figure 1: Jan Hendrik Brüggemeier, My City is a Hungry Ghost, installation view, VAC Bendigo 2013 (image
courtesy of the artist)
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Figure 2-4: Jan Hendrik Brüggemeier, My City is a Hungry Ghost, installation view, VAC Bendigo 2013 (image courtesy of the artist)
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Figure 5-7: Nature in the Dark I, Nature watch / Caught on Camera photo material, 2012 (image courtesy of VNPA)
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Figure 8-10: Nature in the Dark I, Nature watch / Caught on Camera photo material, 2012 (image courtesy of VNPA)
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Figure 11: Nature in the Dark I, screening on Federation Square / Melbourne, 2012 (image courtesy of Fed Square Pty Ltd)

Figure 12: Nature in the Dark I, screening on Federation Square / Melbourne, 2012 (image courtesy of Maria Miranda)
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Figure 13-15: Jan Hendrik Brüggemeier, planet ocean, installation view, VAC Bendigo 2013 (image courtesy of the
artist)
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Figure 16: NASA, Electromagnetic Spectrum, 2013 (Retrieved from: http://missionscience.nasa.gov/ems/05_radiowaves.html)

Figure 17: Optical microscope image of an Atomic Force Microscope (AFM) tip resting on top of a living NIH 3T3
Fibroblast cell (Retrieved from: http://www.darksideofcell.info/singingcell.html)
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Figure 23: Communications Research Lab at St. Thomas, Virgin Islands, USA (Source: John C. Lilly, “Lilly on
Dolphins”Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books Edition, 1975)
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Figure 24-25: Communications Research Lab at St. Thomas, Virgin Islands, USA (Source: John C. Lilly, “Lilly on
Dolphins”Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books Edition, 1975)
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Figure 26-27: Peter Clar, Space Flight Dolphin, rendering of deployed satellite/ sculpture in low earth orbit, 1991 (image courtesy of the artist)
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Figure 28: Tektite Program, Cutaway view of the Tektite Habitat showing arrangements of the four rooms.
(Source: Bruce B. Collette)

159

Figure 18-19: Marko Peljhan, Radio Territories 1995, installation view, Istanbul Biennial, 2009 (image courtesy
of the artist)
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Figure 20-21: Marko Peljhan, Makrolab, installation view, Western Australia, 2000 (image courtesy of the artist)

Figure 22: Marko Peljhan, Makrolab, structural model, Coded Utopia-exhibition, 2011, Moderna galerija in
Ljubljana (image courtesy of the artist)
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Figure 29-31: Natalie Jeremijenko & The Living, Amphibious Architecture, interactive tube network, installation on East River, New York City, 2009 (image courtesy of The Living)
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Figure 32-33: Natalie Jeremijenko, Mussel Choir (source: http://www.carbonarts.org/projects)
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Appendix I
DOCUMENTATION OF THE UNRELATED RELATEDNESS SERIES – EXHIBITION AND RELATED ART
PROJECTS

1: MY CITY IS A HUNGRY GHOST
Jan Hendrik Brüggemeier, 4 channel video installation, duration: 27:38 minutes (loop)
Project website: <http://neture.org/city-hungry-ghost>
Video documentation: <https://vimeo.com/97503874>.
2: NATURE IN THE DARK
The NITD project was initiated by Jan Hendrik Brüggemeier and co-curated by Maria Miranda and
Jan. It is a collaboration between the Centre for Creative Arts, La Trobe University and the
Victorian National Parks Association (VNPA).
Project website: <http://centreforcreativearts.org.au/nitd>
Video: <https://vimeo.com/92599142>
NITD I involved the work of the following artists (in order of their appearance):
1.

Tim Nohe: At the Wall of Anthropocene (3:53 minutes)

2.

Jan Hendrik Brüggemeier, Scott Lewis & Renuka Rajiv: It's local time (5:56 minutes)

3.

Angie Black: disnature (2:31 minutes)

4.

Elizabeth Dunn: without title (5:13 minutes)

5.

Josephine Starrs & Leon Cmielewski: Epicormic (1:30 minute)

6.

Steve Turpie: Drone on (2:31 minutes)

7.

Siri Hayes: Fox Trot (2:13 minutes)

Full duration: 25:06 minutes
3: PLANET OCEAN
Jan Hendrik Brüggemeier, 2 channel audio installation, duration: 5:27 minutes (loop)
Project website: <http://neture.org/planet-ocean>
Video: <https://vimeo.com/92599143>.
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