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Not one, but many, “ecologies” name  
a multiplicity of knowledge systems and 
practices that are far from continuous. 
Some among these are historically and, 
at present, directly in conflict—a conflict 
that is nothing less than cosmopolitical 
in scope, involving a struggle over what 
kind of world we want to live in, how we 
relate to others, and indeed who “we” are.

Neoliberal ecologies comprise finan-
cialization options, cap and trade econo-
mics, and market-based mechanisms. 
Said to address climate change, in actual 
fact they primarily operate to increase 
wealth. By greenwashing corporate acti-
vities, they save capitalism politically by 
making it look green and climate-friend-
ly. Neoliberal ecologies also include 
 directives toward ethical consumerism,  
as if we were able to shop our way out  
of the apocalypse—anything to avoid 
 government intervention in the market’s 
freedom to extract ever more resources 
from planet earth.1

Colonial and neocolonial ecologies 
take shape as a science of empire, in 
which botanical, geological, mapping, 
and extractivist practices work at the 
 sites where knowledge and power cons-
pire in asserting Western imperial rule. 
That rule is currently defined through 
 institutional, legal, and trade arrange-
ments that correlate with structural ine-
quities along lines of race, gender, and 
class; they’re of a piece with the bioge-
netic capitalism of bioprospecting, 
 searching for patentable species and un-
tapped genetic systems for medicinal 
and pharmaceutical applications, as well 
as pillaging Indigenous knowledge for 
corporate profits—what activist Vandana 
Shiva calls biopiracy.2 Needless to say, 
these systems are determinedly anthro-
pocentric, viewing the non-human en-
vironment as an infinite source of material 
for human consumption, and, at present, 
refusing to acknowledge the damage 
done to the world we live in.

Then there are radical and creative 
ecologies: those that build on the science 
of connectivity that formed the original 
definition of the term “ecology,” as 
coined by Ernst Haeckel in 1866, and re-
move it from its colonial varieties. More 
recent, post-anthropocentric ecologies 
attempt to decolonize natures from  
their capture by financial logics and re-
sist neoliberalism’s attempt to subject 
the web of life to economic values. 
Indigenous ecologies typically defend 
the intrinsic worth (the value of life itself) 
in the environment and its beyond-the-
human inhabitants in order to resist the 
privatization of everything,3 proclaiming 
“water is life” or “water is alive,” as 

 protesters/protectors did recently at 
Standing Rock in opposition to the Dakota 
Access Pipeline.

Political ecologies insist that the 
 environment cannot be separated from 
the political, economic, technological, 
and social frameworks in which it is 
 in extricably situated, refusing thus to 
 divide nature from culture. Gregory 
Bateson  famously proposed an ecologi-
cal  epistemology, an “ecology of the 
mind,” indicating the subjective stakes  
of environmental thinking; György Kepes 
charted an aesthetic-ecological con-
sciousness; and Félix Guattari’s Three 
Ecologies usefully schematized the 
 levels of psychic, institutional, and en-
vironmental ecologies.4 In general, 
 political ecologies are insistently inter-
sectionalist and examine the unequal 
distribution of costs and benefits of 
 environmental changes according to so-
cial, cultural, geographical, and econo-
mic differences, and in relation to their 
uneven implications. Ecologies without 
nature reject nature’s fictitious and 
 colonialist purity, not only owing to the 
thesis of the Anthropocene, according  
to which human activities are now seen 
as determining the earth’s systems; but 
also for historical reasons, noting that 
nature has been infused with anthropo-
genic impacts for tens of  thousands  
of years. This is why feminist science- 
studies theorists like Donna Haraway 
 deploy terms like naturecultures, sym-
biogenesis, and sympoietics  without 
 hyphens. We need a new language for 
these new ecologies.

These latter versions correlate with 
ecologies of New Materialism, Object-
Oriented Ontology, and Speculative 
Realism—all recent approaches to ob-
jects beyond human epistemological 
concerns, which view the outside as 
composed of vital matter with agential 
capacities and which propose multina-
tural and multiperspectival complexi-
ties.6 Rather than multiculturalism’s 
many  perspectives on a single nature, 
these posit various situated views on 
multiple natures, where being itself is 
understood as heterogeneous.7 Critical 
commentators have also pointed out  
the frequent elision of Indigenous 
knowledge traditions in much Western 
theory, which has recently “discovered” 
the world beyond the human but often 
fails to  reference longstanding aborigi-
nal beliefs and practices; the challenge 
remains to  create new ecologies of de-
colonial academic practice.8

Finally, aesthetic ecologies bring the 
environment into human multisensory 
awareness, cognitive grasp, and affective 

sensibility. They sense industrial and 
 violent corporate impacts as well as po-
sitive expressions of creative mutuality, 
interdisciplinary practice, and experi-
mental pedagogies that support well-
being and justice in their widest senses 
(including economic, racial, gendered 
equalities, and sustainable biodiversi-
ties). Sometimes located within artistic 
practice, sometimes in experimental 
 visual and multisensory cultures, they 
close the gap between scientific knowl-
edge and phenomenological experience, 
and importantly articulate how creative 
ecologies—as generative, connective, 
and heterogeneous—can  raise environ-
mental awareness, transform fundamen-
tal values, build alliances across sectors, 
and infuse social movements with pro-
gressive political energy. 
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By now technology has become 
as much a part of life as 
metabolism.
László Moholy-Nagy1

The idea came to me, ironically, while 
driving around Chicago. It was high 
summer; I was on the city’s shattered 
West Side. The urban grid slid by out-
side the window, residential vernacular 
on its third or fourth recycle, parched 
and decayed, with a kind of lost and 
disjointed vibrancy. Eyes on the traffic, 
my mind rolled back over the city’s 
history: its canals and granaries and 
skyscrapers, its formidable industrial 
century since the arrival of the rail-
roads in the 1850s, its suburban sprawl 
after the Great Fire of 1873, its post-
modern decline made irreversible by 
the 1960s revolts and the capital flight 
that followed. Through it all, the univer-
sity and financial sectors continued 
their endless rise. There is a profound 
violence to this place, but also a deep 
sense of regularity. Chicago is the 
race-riot city that turns civil strife into 
social norms, and splits atoms while 
abstracting material production into 
mathematical derivatives. Can you  
still experiment in a place that has 
 successively been the transport hub, 
the stockyard, the workshop, the 
 vitrine, the boxing ring, and quite 
 literally the laboratory of modernism? 
And what could this ideal of experi-
mentation mean for our future, when 
its Promethean pasts have reappeared 
before our eyes as the new geological 
layer of the Anthropocene?

The placement of a “golden spike” 

is a public documentary practice in 
contemporary science. Technically 
known as a Global Stratotype Section 
and Point, or GSSP, the golden spike is 
a marker inserted into an exposed sed-
imentary stratum. It is literally driven 
into the rock at the lowest level where 
a fossil characterizing a given geologi-
cal period can be observed. You can  
go see it; anyone can. Present to the 
senses when they are sharpened by 
knowledge, the rocky outcropping it-
self becomes exemplary of an epoch’s 
fossil signature and of its place in 
earth’s history. Yet the golden spike 
does not just record a singular fact, nor 
even just a complex of local or regional 
observations. Instead, its placement  
is correlated with observations across 
the planet, so that the periodization  
it exemplifies can be recognized by 
anyone anywhere. As one expert notes: 
“Before formally defining a geochrono-
logic boundary by a GSSP, its practical 
value—i.e. its correlation potential—has 
to be thoroughly tested. In this sense, 
correlation precedes definition.”2 
Within the scientific community, this 
activity of correlation is taken on by  
the International Commission on 
Stratigraphy. A subgroup of that com-
mission is now debating whether,  how, 
and where to establish the boundary 
where the current geological epoch 
(the Anthropocene) can be distinguished 
from the previous one (the Holocene).

Don’t we need more subgroups like 
that, of many different kinds? What I 
want to explore in the Chicago context 
are experiments in perception, expres-
sion, and action that use aesthetic 
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