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A Regional Approach to the Anthropocene

Collaborating Partners: 
Political Ecology: Platform Chicago, Institute for the Humanities at the University of  
Illinois at Chicago, School of  Art and Art History at University of  Illinois at Chicago, 
University of  Wisconsin Madison, Humanities Without Walls Consortium based at the 
University of  Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

Conceptual Framework: 
Political Ecology as Practice: A Regional Approach to the Anthropocene is a two-year cross-
disciplinary project, an arts/humanities collaboration that investigates alternative 
engagements with the politics of  the environment through multi-sited fieldwork. The 
project is funded by the Humanities Without Walls Consortium, which is funded by 
the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, and it was developed in response to the research 
challenge “The Work of  the Humanities in a Changing Climate.”

This exhibition presents a critical response to and the documentation of  the eight field 
initiatives that are organized as a component of  the project. In the last two years, the 
project has investigated the reciprocal relationship between the emergent theories of  
the Anthropocene, climate change, and the global environmental crisis, and how local 
ecological problems are experienced in various regions of  the world. This relationship is 
investigated through a series of  exploratory field initiatives and the comparative analysis 
of  the results of  that fieldwork through a series of  theoretical frameworks such as the 
question of  property, technospheric governance and human-ecology relationships. The 
exhibition is the analytical and creative product of  such a process, the result of  active 
fieldwork and experimentation in the field. With its experimental nature, the exhibition 
can be considered an unfinished draft, a forward-looking sketch towards future 
fieldwork in ecology. It also aims to provide a methodological toolkit for academics to 
engage with the politics of  the environment in specific regions, landscapes, and places 
in the world (in contrast to platforms of  global activism). The exhibition reflects on 
the material entanglements, debates, discourses, and intellectual engagements within 
a variety of  political ecologies. Showcasing field observations, experiences, visual 
documentation, interviews, and creative interventions from different regions in the 
world, the exhibition illustrates a cross-disciplinary approach to fieldwork in political 
ecology. While doing so, it also addresses the problems of  disorientation in time, space, 

A Collaborative Art Exhibition. Gallery 400, 
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and the distribution of  agency, commonly associated with the current epoch of  the 
Anthropocene. Each of  the eight field projects engages with a distinct field site or 
region with specific goals and objectives relevant to the local history of  the place, and 
develops its own narratives and visual scenarios. 

We ultimately ask the question what does the field practice for academics look like in the 
age of  the Anthropocene at a moment of  global ecological crisis? Secondly, how does 
one visualize this history without falling into the trap of  discourses of  disposability? 
What are the different forms of  the visualization of  the Anthropocene? As Anna Tsing 
writes in her book Mushroom at the End of  the World,  “Global landscapes today are 
strewn with ... ruin. Still, these places can be lively despite announcements of  their 
death... In a global state of  precarity, we don’t have choices other than looking for life in 
this ruin. Our first step is to bring back curiosity. Unencumbered by the simplifications 
of  progress narratives, the knots and pulses of  patchiness are there to explore.”

Field Initiatives:
Field Initiative 1: Place, Heritage and Resistance in the Wakhan Corridor, 
Pakistan (Javairia Shahid)

Field Initiative 2: Working in and through Climate Change: Agricultural 
Landscapes in Coamiles, Nayarit, Mexico (Tannya Islas)

Field Initiative 3: Care Across Species, Routes of Refuge, and Civil 
Infrastructure in Tarlabasi, Istanbul (Alize Arican)

Field Initiative 4: New Urban Climate? Hydrosocial Encounters with 
Cochabamba (Katy Dye)

Field Initiative 5: Cultivating Chicago: Gardens as Ecological Infrastructures 
(Molly Doane)

Field Initiative 6: Knowledge Production and Practice in Industrial Row Crop 
Farming, Northern Illinois (Charlie Corwin)

Field Initiative 7: Ecology, Archaeological Heritage, and Disposable 
Landscapes at a Coal-fired Power Plant in West Central Turkey 
(Ömür Harmansah)

Field Initiative 8: Social and Environmental Impact of Hydropower Dams and 
Large-scale Industrial Tree Plantations in northeastern Cambodia 
(Ian G. Baird)
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Exhibition Format: 
We envision the exhibition in two layers. The first layer is to provide a thorough 
documentation of  the eight field initiatives. We asked each of  the field coordinators 
and fieldworkers to record the fieldwork with high quality photographs, videos, 
sound-recordings, drawings, and writing. Each participant was given a field notebook 
and those personally kept fieldwork notebooks will form an important component 
of  the project’s archive. This multimedia documentation of  what goes on in the field, 
the documentation of  various improvised and creative moments will be a crucial part 
of  the exhibition. Equally challenging is to find alternative and somewhat unmediated 
ways to present this material in the framework of  the exhibition.  

The second layer will be the product of  a collaboration between fieldworkers and the 
artists and will result in a series of  art installations that will creatively and critically 
engage with the research agendas of  the field initiative and the broader collaborative 
project. Many of  the fieldwork teams include artists themselves, making it possible 
for fieldwork teams to brainstorm exhibition ideas during the fieldwork and allowing 
the producers of  artwork to have a direct experience of  the field. Following the 
fieldwork, fieldworkers will continue to work together with the artists towards 
finalizing the specific installation for the field initiative. 
These two layers will not necessarily be presented separately or independently from 
each other in the show but they will ideally be integral part of  one coherent visual 
and/or material program. 
The art installations will ideally address or respond to the two threads which will 
weave together the results of  the fieldwork in eight different field sites. These two 
threads are explained in the Field Guide in separate essays. Briefly, the first of  these 
threads will be the materiality and the affective aspects of  fieldwork. Given the fact 
that the nature of  fieldwork has dramatically changed for scientists, social scientists 
and humanities scholars with the recent ecological crisis and global climate change, 
academics are increasingly forced to engage with the politics of  the field, engage 
with local communities and environmental stakeholders. Academics in the field are 
increasingly asked to develop new sensitivities, new ethical principles to do fieldwork, 
which is in turn increasingly affective, improvised, creative, and emotional. Can we 
bring the material residues and experience of  being in the field into the gallery space? 
How does one honestly present the delicate politics of  being in the field? 

The second thread is what Nicholas Mirzoeff  has intriguingly called “Visualizing 
the Anthropocene.” In this article, Mirzoeff  proposes that the new challenge to 
academics in the new geological epoch of  the Anthropocene is to create a “counter-
visuality” that will undermine and stand against the state-sponsored discourses that 
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determine disposable landscapes and disposable lives.  Discourses of  disposability 
(a term used extensively by Saskia Sassen) run deep in history and announce the 
death of  particular environments and the sacrifice of  particular communities to 
pave the road for development. Mirzoeff  associates this politics of  expulsion and 
deterritorialization with a certain kind of  visualization that dominate public discourses 
and news media.  He proposes that our task should be the creation of  a counter-
visuality that undermines such narratives. 

The fieldworkers and the artists are also expected to pursue the three analytical 
frameworks that were presented in the original project proposal: (a) ownership and 
possession (b) technospheric governance and infrastructures (c) human-ecology 
relationships: the question of  human agency and ecological scale. 

To sum, each field initiative’s work can be represented in this exhibition in mixed 
media, in the form of  posters, photography, video-footage, accompanied by a 
thorough textual description of  the project.

9



main gallery space

reading room with natural light and windows 
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back room with black walls 

white back room with controlled light
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Main Responsibilities of 
Field Coordinators for the Exhibition:

• To document the field work rigorously and archive field data. Please refer 
to the Fieldwork Guide for field protocols and documentation formats.

Please note that this step is extremely crucial for the representation of  your
field work. The images, videos, interviews, and notebooks will be utilized in the 
exhibition design and complement a vital part of  the exhibition. 

To acquire legibility and a mutual language in the exhibition, the design element will 
be a crucial part of  the making process. For the design element to function effectively, 
curators and exhibition designers will expect the field workers to provide them with 
thorough, detailed, and well organized documentation that could be integrated in the 
exhibition.

• To collaborate with artists towards the production of  the artwork/ art 
installations. 

Art is the most important component of  this exhibition. Please think the 
exhibition as a display of  documentation, objects, ideas, and art. Such display 
will be possible by using the vast potentials of  visual creativity. Our exhibition 
will differ from the pure representation or documentation of  the fieldwork. 

The exhibition should be imagined as a visual reflection of  the field work, with the 
help of  experimental, imaginative, and expressional touches of  the artists. 

• Inform the curators about the process and the production of  the artwork. 

Curators will be involved in the organization of  the exhibition from start to 
finish, which will be between August 2018 and April 2019. They will be responsible 
for the logistics of  the exhibition, as well as the conceptual and the design portion 
of  the show. In order to prevent any miscommunication throughout the organization 
of  the exhibition, please include the curators to all of  your correspondence with the 
artists.
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• Inform the project coordinators and curators about the fieldwork and 
coordinate work among fieldworkers.

To be able to reflect the process and the outcomes of  the fieldwork, curators
and the project coordinators need to be well informed about the fieldwork. This will 
enable your field work with more visibility in the exhibition. 

• Write a final field report that summarizes the fieldwork and write a 
summary essay for the exhibition publication.    

Again, this serves for the better visibility and representation of  the fieldwork in the 
exhibition. Please be as thorough as you can. 
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Contemporary landscapes are parceled out into clearly bordered heterotopic zones: 
zones of  industrial production, extreme extraction (mines etc.), industrial agriculture, 
urbanization, heritage parklands (archaeological sites, national parks, wild life refuges, 
etc.). In-between these parcels, real places and landscapes of  livelihood and dwelling 
that used to belong world communities are suffocated. While citizens are welcomed 
to heritage parklands, they are denied the right to look into other heterotopias such as 
sites of  extreme extraction. 

“No more can humans see the Anthropocene, extending across 
centuries, through dimensions and across time. It can only be 

visualized… to visualize the Anthropocene is to invoke the aesthetic.” 

Nicholas Mirzoeff, Visualizing the Anthropocene (2016)

“It might not be the Earth that is destroyed in a final, sublime, 
apocalyptic flash by a wandering planet; it might be our Globe, the 
global itself, our ideal notion of the Globe, that has to be destroyed, 

so that a work of art, an aesthetic, can emerge. 

Bruno Latour, Facing Gaia (2017)

 In his book The Right to Look, Nicholas Mirzoeff  articulates visuality and the 
visualizing of  history as a particular apparatus or a weapon for authority in the era of  
the late capitalist world order and the epoch of  the Anthropocene. He draws attention 
to the war of  images (a battlefield) and the intensified politics of  visualization.

Visuality is an affective power discourse that runs deep in history 
of landscapes, and as an Anthropocene-aesthetic-capitalist 

complex includes “classification, separation, and aestheticization”. 

Producing Countervisualities 
in the Anthropocene
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 Visualization of  this world is at the core of  the politics of  ecology, and techno-
scientific visions play a big role in its everyday visual discourse: declassified military 
satellite images (ironically labeled as “remote sensing”), quantifications of  ecological 
conditions and climate change, imagery produced by surveillance cameras and drones, 
news media imagery of  war, videos published by terrorist organizations on YouTube, 
Facebook and so on. John Paul Ricco referred to this as the “appropriation of  the 
pornographic by militarized neoliberalism” or war porn (Ricco 2014). This imagery that 
floods our news feeds every single day and in the background, the reverberations of  the 
old colonial idea of  the conquest of  the planet still percolate. What we have in front of  
us in this bombardment and overload of  imagery is the construction of  a Weltlandschaft 
(world-landscape) similar to the sense of  the term in European Romantic painting but 
instead of  oil on canvas, these landscapes are built and animated in pixels, through 
the contemporary technologies of  visualization. This is what Mirzoeff  calls visuality. 
It is not a discourse that is limited to state discourse or colonial narratives, but also 
participated by the academia and the military.

 Visualization also has a major role in the making of  what Saskia Sassen calls 
“the geographies of  expulsion.” The emergence of  a new extractive logics of  expulsions 
points us to disposable landscapes where “people, enterprises and places are expelled 
from social and economic orders of  our time.” (Sassen 2014). On the local and regional 
scale, expulsions translate into disposable landscapes and disposable lives that are 
sacrificed readily with the help of  deep running narratives of  ecological unworthiness, 
degraded landscapes and persistent poverty that is ingrained and inevitable. We must 
understand that in every single case, such deeply embedded discourses of  disposability 
are constructions of  a certain kind, a form of  visualization. 

 The challenge then arises in front of  us: is it possible to produce a form of  
“countervisuality” (to use Mirzoeff ’s term) that would challenge and undermine the 
persistent discourses of  disposability. 

In what possible ways the production of countervisuality can be 
used as a form of engaging with political ecologies in a local and 

regional scale and to invoke an emancipatory process towards 
environmental, social, and climate justice?                                              

“What imaginaries might be possible under the sign of  the Anthropocene, and how 
they could be constructed to refuse both false hope and the apocalyptic foreclose of  
possible futures?” ask Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin (2015). What are possible 
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interventions of  contemporary art to local and regional politics of  the environment 
and have an impact on the debates of  the Anthropocene? Anna Tsing writes in her 
book Mushroom at the End of  the World  (2015: 6), “Global landscapes today are strewn 
with this kind of  ruin. Still, these places can be lively despite announcements of  their 
death... In a global state of  precarity, we don’t have choices other than looking for life in 
this ruin. Our first step is to bring back curiosity. Unencumbered by the simplifications 
of  progress narratives, the knots and pulses of  patchiness are there to explore.” 
Tsing invites us to sharpen our ability that has become so essential in exploring the 
Anthropocene landscapes and field sites: “the arts of  noticing,” while Julie Cruikshank 
invites us to listen to the glaciers in Do Glaciers Listen?  (2010). Researching landscapes of  
the Anthropocene, we must follow their advice, and find ways to visualize and narrate 
these unrecognized signs and residues of  life. With the full responsibility of  carrying 
out fieldwork in the new era of  ecological precarity and post-humanity, we must adjust 
ourselves by developing new sensitivities to multi-species worlds and more-than-human 
histories, and to develop new regimes of  care and collaboration.  

 To sum up and to return to the opening quotes for this essay, one can say that 
working towards an exhibition that will (counter-)visualize the Anthropocene from a 
place-based perspective, there is a powerful potential in front of  us, to define a new 
aesthetics. This new aesthetics of  counter-visualization blurs disciplinary boundaries 
defining politics, art, scientific inquiry and humanities research and therefore engages 
their media of  representation. Just as advocating political ecology as engaged practice 
in the field is fundamental for the present project, the audio-visual/material/olfactory/
haptic presentation of  this kind of  work in the gallery space as a form of  collective 
expression gains importance. Our emphasis in the local requires a move away from the 
entrenched image of  the blue planet from space as a metaphor for ideals of  globalization, 
since the planet has failed to fulfill the progress narratives that had been imposed on it. 
What will replace this image when we embrace the creative potentials of  sub-optimal 
living on a damaged planet, and when we come to the realization of  the immense variety 
of  poetic ways that world communities have long crafted such lifestyles, created such 
counter-images? 
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 Keeping a field notebook is a shared method of  documentation and medium 
of  representation among all areas of  research for which fieldwork and field observation 
plays a vital role: biology, archaeology, geology, anthropology, earth sciences, art, and 
historical conservation, you name it. Greek thinker Aristotle spent weeks and weeks 
on the island of  Lesbos at the Pyrrha Lagoon, staring at fish and documenting their 
reproductive cycles. His field observations that filled notebooks led him to produce 
several treatises on marine biology, including History of  Animals, accompanied by his 
drawings in The Anatomies. His influential concept of  phûsis was built on this work. 
If  field observation is key to many disciplines whose data collection is dependent 
on meticulous record keeping, the fieldwork notebook performs not only as a vital 
apparatus of  doing fieldwork and recording observations, but also as an archive, a direct 
record of  the field experience, which is by definition emotional and often requires 
improvisation (Davies and Spencer 2011; Cerwonka and Malkki 2007). Field notebooks 
are direct witnesses to and indexes of  what goes on in the field.
               
 Archaeological projects have massive archives of  field notebooks, carrying 
the legacy and memory of  multiple fieldworkers, who excavate, survey, and study 
material remains, but often are not able to take part in the final publication of  the 
results. For archaeologists, it is an ethical responsibility (a weighty and difficult one) to 
keep meticulously detailed notes and drawings of  what takes place in the field, since 
archaeological excavation itself  is an irreversible act of  destruction, and the notes kept 
in the field are often the only witnesses to the event of  fieldwork. If  every fieldwork 
activity is a unique experience of  an encounter between the researcher and their 
subjects, then the field notebook is the uniquely comprehensive record, an index of  that 
encounter. The minutely specific, vibrant, powerfully real and mundane details recorded 
in the notebook are so radically distant from the generalized and programmatic way that 
the final results of  a research project ends of  being published.

Fieldwork and Field Notebooks 

“A notebook transforms the everyday into an underwater world in 
which things on the surface become transformed, rich, and strange. The 
notes in a notebook are what has been picked at and plundered from an 

underworld, They are of another order of reality altogether…”
 

Michael Taussig, Fieldwork Notebooks
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 The current age of  big data, speedy data collection, and advanced digital 
technologies have been threatening the meticulous nature of  fieldwork, although it 
has also introduced new opportunities. Following the work of  science and technology 
studies scholars such as Karen Barad and Bruno Latour, it is important to underline the 
fact that any scientific apparatus through which we observe the world (a microscope, 
a field notebook, a satellite image, a camera) is never an objective medium free from 
problems of  representation of  reality and the politics of  the production of  scientific 
(or otherwise) knowledge. There is currently a common illusion that digital technologies 
(e.g. the use of  IPADs in archaeological excavations in place of  fieldwork notebooks 
or paper forms) have improved, accelerated and systematized documentation in the 
field.  It would be more accurate to say that this has led to more ‘check-box’ing and less 
narrative descriptions in the field, more reliance on digital photography in place of  
sketching or drawing, and transforming fieldworkers into data gathering robots rather 
than thinking, sensible individuals. Many experienced fieldworkers however would 
testify that sketching and drawing in the field are not simply acts of  documentation, but 
they are analytical acts of  thinking deeply and carefully about the object of  observation. 
Despite the shortcomings of  the introduction of  digital media to fieldwork, digital 
humanities opened new opportunities for sharing and publishing raw fieldwork data. 
While one could never imagine in the past including field notebooks in the final 
publication of  a research project, today it is becoming more and more common for 
scientists and researchers to incorporate this material to their presentation through 
creative web interfaces that provide open access to research project databases. Hand-
held video cameras have opened the possibility of  video diaries and other new media 
for documentation.
               
 Contemporary debates on the ecological and heritage crisis, global warming 
and the new proposal for the onset of  the new geological epoch of  the Anthropocene, 
urges academics and scholars in the social sciences, humanities and the arts to develop 
a new ethics of  collaboration, and alternative methods of  engaging with the field (and 
the world). The field of  engaged/public humanities require scientists to collaborate 
with local communities around the world, rather than treat them as objects of  research. 
Fieldwork notebooks have the capacity to negate technologies of  surveillance (e.g. 
remote sensing) and the objectification that the local communities continue to face. In 
this sense, it is timely to re-think and evaluate the apparatuses, methods and strategies 
of  fieldwork and explore the potentials for an increasingly responsible, ethical, and 
politically engaged work on the ground. Is it possible to re-imagine the fieldwork 
notebook as a new, experimental, and critical apparatus of  engaging with the field, with 
an open mind to an understanding of  fieldwork in the Anthropocene to be affective 
and emotional, admittedly personal but also deeply engaged, creative, improvised and 
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ethically responsible? In a posthuman era, how do we democratize our attention and 
interests in the field to recognize non-human actors and agents in the field, study more-
than-human histories, and give those space to express themselves in our archives? Can 
the fieldwork notebook be a platform to re-imagine an alternative ontology of  the field, 
a site of  radically democratic thinking? 
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Documentation Protocols and 
Archiving Nomenclature

Digital Data File Labeling During Fieldwork 

The following are the protocols for labeling and archiving digital data during 
fieldwork. It is very important that the digital data are downloaded from 
cameras, phones, sound-recorders on a daily basis. It is requested that the 
files are labeled consistently in the given format below and archived. Please 
do not postpone the labeling of the digital files until after the fieldwork is over. 
The labeling must be done when the information is fresh in the mind. Daily 
downloading in the field often reveals problems that can be immediately 
addressed while you are in the field and have the chance to revisit a site if 
needed. 

• Resolution for Photographs: Please set your cameras to record images 
as uncompressed TIFF (or RAW, if preferred) to maintain the highest 
resolution of the images possible. 

• Photo/Video/Audio Logs: Use Fieldwork Notebooks to create a daily log 
of photographs, videos and sound recordings. For each long interview, 
use the Interview Log Form at the end of this Field Guide. In the log 
forms, please include clear descriptions, transcriptions, or direct quotes 
beside each timestamp listed in the Interview Log Forms. We encourage 
a completed Interview Log Form per Interviewee. For each photograph, 
please include a description. Ideally, the description may lend itself to the 
caption of the photograph. 

• Overall, the more information gathered in the notes will provide more 
context in the project archive. The information for each audio, photo, and 
video file (meta data) may be used in the exhibition.

• When archiving data, create folders by day to store photos, videos, 
interviews, or sound recordings. Label all folders according to the 
following protocols. For example: HWW_Pakistan_July02_2017 
[MASTER FOLDER] Under this folder, you may create subfolders for files 
from different fieldworkers.
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Protocols for Labeling Individual Files

Audio files: 
HWW_FieldInitiativeName_2018_FieldworkerInitials_PlaceName_
Description _0000.WAV 

Photo files: 
HWW_FieldInitiativeName_2018_FieldworkerInitials_PlaceName_ 
Description _0000.TIFF

Video files: 
HWW_FieldInitiativeName_2018_FieldworkerInitials_PlaceName_
Description_0000.MOV

Interview files:
HWW_FieldInitiativeName_2018_InterviewerInitials_PlaceName_
NameofInterviewee _0001.WAV 

**Field Initiative names which will be used in labeling files: Pakistan, 
Bolivia, Mexico, Chicago, NorthIllinois, Konya, Istanbul, Cambodia

Example:
HWW_Bolivia_2018_CD_Cochabamba_ViewoftheCity_0045.TIFF

Example
HWW_Konya_2018_OH_CavuscugolTown_MayorOsmanBatmaz_
0002.WAV

**Please also give your digitized HWW Audio Logs, Photo Logs, 
Interview Logs. Info Sheets, and Release Forms a similar nomenclature 
with .PDF
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Each Master Folder should include:

 1. Interview Release Form 
 2. Info Sheet
 3. Audio folder with location / description:
  *Audio Log
  *Audio File(s) 
 4. Photo folder with location / description:
  *Photo Log
  *Photos
 5. Video folder with location / description:
  *Video Log
  *Video File(s) 
 6. Interview folder with location / description:
  *Interview Log
  *Audio File(s)
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Political Ecology as Practice: A Regional Approach to the Anthropocene  

INTERVIEW LOG FORM

Project Name: Political Ecology as Practice: A Regional Approach 
to the Anthropocene  
Region:      
Audio File: 

Example:
HWW_FieldInitiativeName_2018_InterviewerInitials_PlaceName_
NameofInterviewee _0001.WAV 

Audio File Run Time: [ 00:00:00 ]

Date(s):       
Interviewee(s): 
Fieldworker(s):  
Project Coordinator:
Supervisor:
Country:        
Location:  
Equipment:  
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