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INTRODUCTION
T. J. Demos, Emily Eliza Scott, and Subhankar Banerjee

This book addresses the intersection of contemporary art, visual culture, and climate breakdown. 
It gathers a range of leading and emerging voices, drawn from a diversity of disciplinary and 
geographical vantage points, and provides new cutting-edge ecocritical research. With it, we 
hope to contribute to an increasingly urgent, multidisciplinary research formation and to inter-
vene critically and productively in the ongoing development of the environmental arts, humani-
ties, and social sciences. It is true that a growing number of artistic and exhibition practices, 
activist mobilizations, and scholarly publications within art history and visual studies have 
engaged climate transformation—one of the most pressing and encompassing subjects facing 
global society today—in newly relevant ways in recent years. In many cases, this pioneering 
work has not only drawn attention to the perceptual, affective, entangled, and sociopolitical 
dimensions of climate breakdown and all it entails, from global warming’s melting polar ice, 
regional droughts, and wildfires to habitat fragmentation, deforestation, and ocean, air, and 
ground pollution; from zoonotic diseases such as the recent coronavirus pandemic to the biodi-
versity crisis including manifold species extinctions; from forced migrations and displacements 
to the disproportionate impacts on frontline communities with the least resources for adapta-
tion. It has also helped to imagine and thereby contribute to the construction of new worlds of 
imagination—seemingly against all odds—inspiring and resulting from material practices 
beyond the destructive impacts of petrocapitalism and extractivism. In doing so, the arts offer a 
crucial lens onto, and sometimes protagonist of, environmental transformation. They provide a 
vital site of intervention, complementary and alternative to the earth sciences, engineering, 
design, and economics, which have popularly defined climate-change discourse and policy. Yet 
unlike within the fields of the environmental humanities, or literary ecocriticism, there is still no 
major compilation volume that assembles ecocritical writing at the intersection of contempo-
rary art and climate change, offering a generative and much needed platform for the formation 
of future scholarship and practice.1

This book helps to fill that void. It thereby asserts the importance of including art and visual 
culture within the discussion of ecological matters of concern, in order both to critically assess 
the representational politics of climate transformation as they have recently unfolded and cur-
rently exist, and to highlight creative and experimental practices beyond the techno-scientific, 
apocalyptic, positivistic and/or spectacular media and pop-cultural image systems through 
which climate breakdown is so often experienced and visualized. International in scope, the 



T. J. Demos, Emily Eliza Scott, and Subhankar Banerjee

2

diverse contributions assembled in this volume provide responses to the following key questions: 
Why and how do art and visual culture, their ethics and values, matter with regard to climate 
breakdown and its manifold anthropogenic disruptions? How do aesthetic practices, and those 
art-activist ones more narrowly defined, help make sensible—and newly sensitize us to—the 
unfolding processes of environmental transformation in singular ways? How might they, more 
broadly, extend or productively complicate current cultural understandings of environmental 
ethics and climate science, as well as offer meaningful discussions of environmental- and cli-
mate-justice practices through the optic of aesthetics, understood as the creative organization of 
the sensible?

In providing detailed responses to those prompts, the book’s contents are organized accord-
ing to six thematic parts, offering a comprehensive and interrelated framework of vital areas of 
inquiry with which to approach the nexus of contemporary art, visual culture, activism, and 
climate breakdown. The first considers “Extractivism,” identifying a central determining logic of 
capitalism and a central driver of climate transformation, and based on the withdrawal of eco-
nomic value from environments and their natural resources, forms of life, media, information 
networks, labor and social relations. Part II focuses on “Climate Violence,” including discussion 
of diverse modes of environmental transformation, extending from militarism, colonialism, neo-
liberalism (or corporate globalization), and cultural imperialism, all of which negatively impact 
frontline communities, fragile ecosystems, and multispecies ecologies. Part III, “Sensing 
Climates,” considers multifaceted modalities of identifying, recognizing, and differentiating 
atmospheric, environmental, and climatological systems, as well as how such regimes of sensing 
participate in registering and gathering data in human and more-than-human ways that may 
generate socio-ecological transformation, behavioral adaptation, and oppositional practices in 
turn. “In/Visibilities,” Part IV, examines the perceptual logics of climate analysis and representa-
tion, remaining sensitive as well to environmental and climate-based phenomena that may resist 
visualization, in addition to the institutional, political, and economic forces that can bar the vis-
ible from appearing, and, alternately, occlude appearance for tactical gain. Part V is dedicated to 
“Multispecies Justice,” which highlights sociopolitical, economic, and ecological concerns 
related to the disproportionate impacts and vulnerabilities of climate transformation on diverse 
communities, human and nonhuman alike (which, within the category human may include 
further problematic divisions between, and exclusions of, members according to such categories 
as race, class, gender, and ability). The final part, “Ruptures/Insurgencies/Worldings,” investigates 
transitional rift zones created by social movements, collective aesthetic experiments, ecosocialist 
politics, and decolonial formations—including radical proposals for the Green New Deal, the 
decolonial Red Deal, rights of nature legislation, and degrowth economics, as well as their 
respective visual-cultural analogues—each variously intent upon inaugurating new worlds 
beyond the destructive politico-ecological circumstances of the present.

With such wide-ranging analyses, this volume joins efforts with the environmental humani-
ties—which we recognize as a dynamic and increasingly complex field—in seeking to broaden 
examinations of climate change, particularly as those considerations intersect with, and are fur-
ther mediated within, social, political, and cultural realms.2 Within the environmental humanities, 
however, the visual arts are seldom foregrounded and sometimes sidelined, even as they address 
crucial questions of representation, affect, and social-engagement, especially within the expanded 
field of visual culture as it has increasingly and complexly focused on the subject of climate 
change. Meanwhile, art history as a discipline has admittedly been slow in considering ecology 
and related environmental studies, whether because of the field’s attachment to formal analysis, 
its consummate and particularly anthropocentric humanism, or the human-centered tendencies 
of its dominant methodologies (e.g., social art history, psychoanalysis, post-structuralism, 
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non-ecological Marxism), rendering it ill-equipped in wrangling with the more-than-human 
world and our differentiated relations to it. This collection of essays aims to systematically redress 
these limitations in environmental humanities and art history alike in actively expanding the 
nascent branch of ecocritical art history, and visual culture more widely. As such, it aspires to 
advance a robust, internally complex, and necessarily interdisciplinary expansiveness, appropriate 
to the environmental arts and their politico-ecological commitments (to which all three editors 
have contributed substantial scholarship and creative practice for more than a decade3).

We begin with the understanding that climate change, in addition to posing certain unprec-
edented biogeophysical state-changes, also presents profound representational dilemmas. Perhaps 
more than any other imaginable phenomena, climate transformation is dizzyingly convoluted, 
comprising many correlated and at times seemingly contradictory processes happening in mul-
tiple places and times, at varying rates and scales, and with myriad types and degrees of conse-
quence. This is compounded further by our own immersion in this accelerating event—some 
call it the Anthropocene—the edges of which are challenging, if not impossible, to define, let 
alone sense, especially when the very space of being and representation, the two mutually deter-
minative, is continually mutating. Despite the fact that, as already stated, art history has been late 
to take up climate change as a subject of focus, many areas of expertise long central to its disci-
plinary purview—from the critical analysis of scale, resolution, and visuality to that of commu-
nicability, iconicity, and indexicality—may now, however, be seen as providing newly relevant 
resources to the study of climate breakdown. Indeed, it is long overdue for art historians, artists, 
and visual-cultural producers to weigh in on the subject, and they have much expertise to offer 
to our understandings of climate transformation’s visuality and aesthetic modalities.

A word on terminology. In using the term “climate change” in our book’s title, we register 
its widely held conventional usage (especially in the physical and biological sciences), even while 
we largely agree with the growing consensus that prefers such phrases as “climate breakdown” 
within independent media, social movements, governmental, and institutional coverage, dedi-
cated to greater scientific precision and rhetorical accuracy. “We want to ensure that we are 
being scientifically precise, while also communicating clearly with readers on this very impor-
tant issue,” said the Guardian’s editor-in-chief, Katharine Viner, in explaining their own termi-
nological evolution and preference for climate breakdown. “The phrase ‘climate change’, for 
example, sounds rather passive and gentle when what scientists are talking about is a catastrophe 
for humanity.”4 Indeed, organizations such as the UN are using similarly strong language to most 
accurately communicate the gravity of our present situation in order to relay its direct existential 
threat. We believe that our carefully considered choice of language within the book—which 
opts for both climate change (in order to enter and intervene in conventional scientific dis-
course) and climate breakdown (signaling its catastrophic magnitude)—reflects this conflicted 
state of affairs and its necessarily capacious nomenclature.

As editors of this volume, we take a similarly expansive approach to art, visual culture, and 
activism (signaled as well in their own terminological variations). These form overlapping 
experimental zones where aesthetics (modalities of appearance) and politics (ways of organizing 
and maintaining relations of power) converge, often escaping confining categories of creative 
practice premised upon unnecessary separation, even if oftentimes institutionally enforced. 
Likewise, climate breakdown is understood to entail multiple dimensions, its short-hand desig-
nating the wider entanglements of ecology and politics signified in terms like environmental 
and climate justice, wherein “climate” can be at once meteorological, socio-political, and 
techno-economic, even while, at times, it refers also to the well-established climate sciences. In 
this regard, the book’s organization and thematic foci reflect the fact that we refuse to view 
“climate change” as merely a matter of carbon-driven earth systems transformation, insisting, 
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instead, that it be inextricably linked to wider representational, socio-political, geopolitical, and 
techno-financial structures and histories. We thus take an expansive view of climate, which fig-
ures as more than solely the biogeophysical processes occurring over long periods of time and 
representing the complex patterning of environmental conditions measurable in and through 
the natural sciences. As Andrew Ross observes, “the climate crisis is as much a social as a bio-
physical challenge”5; indeed, representational practices not only reference that reality, but also 
differentially and complexly produce it.

Exemplifying this simultaneously expansive and irreducible socio-environmental under-
standing of climate, and dramatizing its situated formation within representational practice and 
grassroots political struggle, are Indigenous approaches. These include those of the Circumpolar 
North—simultaneously a regional integrator of the Earth’s natural, atmospheric, and oceanic 
systems; a bellwether of environmental transformation warming at a rate of at least two times the 
global average; and a driver of feedback-induced further warming owing to its melting polar ice. 
In February 2002, participants of the “Snowchange Workshop” in Tampere, Finland, adopted a 
resolution demanding that Indigenous traditional ecological knowledge be recognized as a tool 
of research equal to Western climate science. In so doing, climate change transformed in that 
context from a narrowly defined specialist sphere of knowledge to an inclusive cultural and 
historical engagement with a changing multispecies world. While Indigenous peoples of the 
Arctic are “already witnessing disturbing and severe climatic and ecological changes,” no sub-
stantial mitigation has occurred in part because “the majority of the Earth’s citizens [living 
elsewhere] have not seen any significant climate change thus far.”6 Proving itself prescient, the 
resolution thus highlighted the need for witnessing (seeing and perceiving) and experiencing 
(feeling the impacts) as important pre-conditions for meaningful action and mitigation. Yet it 
took almost 15 years more for the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC), comprised of 196 nations, to sign the Paris Agreement, which came to a similar 
conclusion (the Trump Administration’s intent to withdraw notwithstanding), albeit a conclu-
sion focused on containing greenhouse gas emissions and largely insensitive to the cultural and 
political reality of climate breakdown emphasized by participants in the Snowchange Workshop.

Competing visual portrayals of Arctic climate transformation dramatize competing narra-
tives. Photographers and artists of lower latitudes tend to depict the altering climate with apoc-
alypse-tinged spectacles of melting ice and desperate polar bears precariously balancing on 
disintegrating ice, betraying a colonial gaze often devoid of peoples and politics.7 Nevertheless, 
these images get elevated into the icons of global climate change communication. Inuit artists, 
on the other hand, lean toward more affective and critical views, often portraying the negative 
impacts of industrial pollution, petrocapital, and vanishing-nature tourism, the resulting disrup-
tion of eco-spiritual multispecies relations, and decolonial aspirations with cosmopolitical sig-
nificance. These latter typically never make it into mainstream media.8 Instead they, and similarly 
compelling works of visual and performance art, are foregrounded locally and contextually, 
created alongside the extraordinary political organizing, for instance, of the Inuit Circumpolar 
Conference under the leadership of Sheila Watt-Cloutier, which has poignantly demanded “the 
right to be cold.”9 In such contexts, climate change is consistently cast as a socio-environmental, 
cultural, and juridico-political matter of Indigenous, and indeed multispecies, survival. 
Contributors to the present volume are similarly attentive to this spacious view of climate, one 
in which the critique of extractive capitalism, decolonial visions, and political organizing col-
lectively foreground analyses far surpassing both the biogeophysical foci of climate science and 
the frequently spectacular and catastrophist depictions of corporate media projections.

With the inauguration of the Anthropocene within environmental humanities discourse, it is 
now commonly recognized that social and environmental systems have become mutually 
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determinative—what Jason Moore usefully calls the “double internality” of nature and culture 
that has unfolded and intensified over the last few centuries of Western, and now global, moder-
nity. This corresponds to “capitalism’s internalization of planetary life and processes, through 
which new life activity is continually brought into the orbit of capital and capitalist power,” on 
the one hand, and “the biosphere’s internalization of capitalism, through which human-initiated 
projects and processes influence and shape the web of life,” on the other.10 That means the char-
acter of biogeophysical processes are inextricable from, if not collapsible into, the sociopolitical 
and techno-economic forces within climate-changing human cultures, particularly of nations, 
transnational institutions, and corporate-extractive productive forces. Climate, in other words, 
has become manifestly intersectional, indicated in the proliferation of popular-cultural and the-
oretical usages of the term in relation to social, affective, and technological processes, such as 
“climates of fear,” “anti-Black climates,” “climates of control,” and “climates of displacement.”11 
As Margaret Atwood usefully explains, it’s not “climate change” but “everything change,” dramatiz-
ing the radical expansiveness and interconnected multiplicity of this optic.12 In addition to ref-
erencing natural processes, climates characterize entangled environments of racism, migration, 
and extractivism, identifying also cause-and-effect networks of processes and conditions that 
cannot be pulled apart, and which designate complex infrastructures, affective atmospheres, 
naturecultures, and uneven geographies.

Put in other terms, it is no longer possible (if it ever was) to separate nature from culture, or 
human from environmental systems; rather, these mutually defining conjunctions are widely 
recognized as the basis for the Anthropocene epoch—or the Capitalocene, as some might pre-
fer—within which we now find ourselves. The choice of such politico-geological terms, we 
argue, matters. Anthropocene (the era when human activities become central drivers of Earth’s 
natural systems), Capitalocene (replacing the Anthropocene’s “human” with the more precise 
focus on capital’s political economy), and Chthulucene (the era of multispecies sympoeisis), for 
instance, issue from terminological decisions that do both experimental speculative work in 
reframing the crisis, and provide generative language that can identify and bring into being hid-
den realities, spark alternative futures, and grow additional sites of struggle.13 So too do practices 
of dating matter.14 Expanding the causality of climate breakdown beyond the industrial revolu-
tion within Western capitalist modernity, diverse analysts—climate-justice critics, environmen-
talists, Indigenous activists, and interdisciplinary scholars—have emphasized the world-changing 
roles of colonialism and slavery, with their attendant genocides and ecocides, in the centuries-
old transformation of our planet’s systems, as initiated particularly in 1492 with the colonization 
of the Americas and thereafter. Others have dated the beginning of the Anthropocene to times 
still earlier, going back even thousands of years to the inauguration of sedentary farming, prop-
erty relations, and iron smelting. Beyond opting for any specific date, we are convinced that the 
derangement of natural systems has not been defined by isolated events, but is far-reaching and 
deep-seated in complex causes and implications, each folded into the other. Just as the invention 
of the steam engine is not unrelated to the formation of nuclear technology, so too is the 
politico-economic reason of modernity not unrelated to the extractive labor relations of global-
ized capital, and so on. The Anthropocene, as should be clear by now, is far from punctual and 
global—even if that’s how some geologists seek to define it—but rather represents a 
pluri-historical and multi-differentiated series of processes, cascading over multidirectional 
waves of colonial, genocidal, extractive, nuclear, capitalist modernities and colliding worlds. 
Language, dates, and maps all matter deeply to our analysis, and we recognize that specific 
choices can mean the difference between naturalizing environmental transformation and seeing 
the conceptualization of nature as fundamentally political.
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In assembling the contributions to this volume, our guiding criteria of inclusion have been 
informed by recent developments in artistic practice and a growing body of arts and visual 
culture-based criticism, which have themselves variously addressed environmental studies, 
including: mainstream and experimental visualizations of climate breakdown; the politics and 
aesthetics of environmental and climate justice in photographic, video-essay, multimedia, perfor-
mative, and activist formats; decolonial and Indigenous approaches to political ecology; critical 
mobilizations of the Anthropocene/Capitalocene/Chthulucene theses; speculative philosophies 
of new materialism, particularly those with explicit political and justice-based investments; post-
anthropocentric sensitivities to multispecies ecologies and realms beyond the human; carto-
graphic explorations of emergent relations between the local and the global, as well as the 
earthly and the atmospheric; activist environmentalisms within the conditions of new media, 
forensics, and spatial politics; and the problematics of visibility and representation, particularly 
where they correlate with, and are sometimes controlled and occluded by, modes of state, mili-
tary, and corporate power.

In particular, this book foregrounds justice-attentive aesthetic and research practices that 
stress the intersectional and the global, even while some analyses draw on geographical specific-
ity and diverse disciplinary specialties. Our commitment as editors extends in this regard from 
environmental justice discourse, and more recently climate justice research and activism devel-
oping over the last few decades.15 Stressing one fundamental aim of this approach, we have 
attempted to center in the book’s diverse inclusions the perspectives, experiences, and voices of 
underrepresented and under-resourced frontline communities who have historically suffered 
(and in many cases continue to suffer) an outsized proportion of climate-related vulnerabilities, 
bearing the brunt of the unequal social dynamics that have further exacerbated those vulnera-
bilities. This includes a broad sensitivity to considering cases of environmental and climate injus-
tice in geographies beyond (over)developed countries of the North and West, even while we 
remain attentive to inequalities and socially differentiated climate violence within those latter 
unevenly developed regions as well. When a super-hurricane, intensified by fossil-fuel capital-
ism’s exacerbation of climate breakdown, floods low-income communities in Mozambique, 
producing housing displacement, food insecurity, and existential vulnerability for multitudes, 
climate injustice intersects with environmental injustice on numerous levels. It also demands 
extending the research focus toward negatively impacted multispecies communities, deprived of 
any and all protections extended to (some) humans. Similarly, when disastrous and historically 
unprecedented wildfires in Australia, abetted by decades of the mining and burning of coal and 
producing associated greenhouse gas emissions, displaces whole communities of people in ran-
dom acts of Pyrocene violence (of the emergent age of fire), it is both superimposed on a geog-
raphy of past waves of settler-colonial displacements of aboriginal people, and also destroys 
multitudes of animals, birds, and insects. We thereby confront the complex entanglement of 
climate violence in its human and more-than-human scene, and turn to creative aesthetic 
arrangements of visibility capable of comprehending the sheer complexity of causes and effects 
with multi-scaled geographical sensitivities.

A brief history of the United Nations’ REDD (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 
forest Degradation) program, launched in 2008, exemplifies this extensive climate violence, as 
well as why a justice-attuned, geographically capacious, and frontline-centered visual analysis 
matters. The program proposes carbon mitigation by correlating Northern industry emissions 
with Southern forest greenhouse gas sequestration through the market-based mechanism of 
carbon offset credits, supported largely by multinational finance and industrial emitters and 
opposed generally by Indigenous communities. Forest-dwelling opponents of REDD have seen 
the writing on the trees—new restrictions on land use, colonialist displacement of communities 
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in the name of conservation, threats of violence against land and water protectors already plagued 
by agribusiness harassment and extra-judicial murders—all for the profits of carbon trading. 
Indigenous protestors shut out of the UNFCC climate conference COP13, in Bali, Indonesia, 
in 2007, where REDD plans were unfurled, responded by covering their mouths with folded-
white-paper on which UNFCCC was printed in capital-bold letters, offering a moving perfor-
mance exposing climate injustice and UN silencing. Two years later, on the occasion of COP15 
in Copenhagen, Denmark, the Indigenous Environmental Network (IEN) released a 40-page 
report further detailing this climate injustice, violation of Indigenous rights, and the “largest land 
grab of all time,” as entailed in REDD and the presumably more-conservation-minded REDD+ 
program (for which the IEN offered its own damning explanation: “Reaping profits from 
Evictions, land grabs, Deforestation and Destruction of biodiversity plus Industrial Plantations, 
GMO Trees & Protected Areas”).16 “Neither human rights language nor the rights of Indigenous 
peoples were recognized in the (Copenhagen) Accord,” Tom Goldtooth, IEN’s executive direc-
tor, wrote in Indian Country Today.17 Yet at the next UNFCC climate conference, COP16, in 
Cancún, Mexico, in 2010, even progressive and environmental media in the U.S., instead of 
responding to the extensive critique, lauded REDD+ and urged its implementation.18 While 
this conflict continues to unfold, it not only shows how global climate governance connects and 
thereby produces new geographical interconnections—materially, economically, and politically; 
it also demonstrates the necessity for building further transnational resistance, equipped with 
innovative and transformative visual strategies as much as organizational networks, for the effec-
tive advancement of climate justice goals.

That geographical capaciousness, developed across the contributions to this volume, is also 
met by a temporal expansiveness—connecting the sometimes “slow violence” of environmental 
impacts, unfolding over years, even centuries and millennia, to the necessarily “long environ-
mentalism” of research practice and activist struggles.19 Decolonial and global perspectives on 
environmentalism—entailing the decolonization of time, including linear progressivist models, 
as much as relational geographical approaches—are crucial, we argue, in avoiding liberal ecolo-
gies of affluence, which reflect elite interests in conservationism, wilderness protection, recy-
cling, green capitalism, and techno-fixes, and decline to take on structural and rigorous analyses 
of the ethico-political and social-justice-based dimensions of climate breakdown. Likewise, we 
are aware of the limits of past conjunctions of art and ecology that have tended to idealize nature 
as timeless, return to non-critical mythopoetics and essentializing modes of spirituality, and opt 
for green design, wilderness conservation, and restorationist ecology, all without systemic polit-
ico-economic scrutiny of the long history of fossil fuel capital and its economy’s oppressive 
social forms and systemic modes of violence. The emergent environmental humanities have 
already brought some degree of critical attention to this justice-based perspective through inno-
vative interdisciplinary research. We intend to redouble those efforts in recognition of today’s 
climate emergency—that is, even as we insist on recognizing the entangled histories of past 
colonial and ecocidal/genocidal apocalypses that precede present threats—all of which finds 
expression in the militant and activist directions of many of the partisan inclusions herein that 
address the cultures of resistance.

Given the “this changes everything” emergency of the present, we contend that artistic practice, 
including its substantial historical resources, forms, and techniques, is uniquely poised to get at 
the tremendous complexity and the variegated multisensory, material, and representational 
aspects of climate breakdown. This is the case, despite, and in resistance to, the continued forces 
of commodification and institutional enclosure of aesthetic experience within rarified realms of 
culture, funded by toxic (and often petrocapitalist) greenwashing philanthropy. Despite these 
enclosures, art—or, more broadly, aesthetic practice less wedded to conventional 
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institutions—we contend, still holds the potential for meaningful interdisciplinary and experi-
mental research, open-skies creative thinking beyond capitalist realism, non-instrumentalized 
poetics, and radical speculative imagination, which excels, in its most compelling cases, in mak-
ing climate breakdown meaningful, affective, legible, and politically urgent. The longstanding 
capacity of aesthetic practice to estrange the familiar, and to familiarize the strange, is needed 
more than ever in this era of corporate media homogenization, algorithmic capture, and con-
sumer culture, all of which tend to deny the emergency in the first place in favor of the habitual 
and the reassuring, the climate-change denying, profitable status quo.

In distancing ourselves from liberal conceptions of aesthetic autonomy and individual free-
dom, we move toward the ethico-political imperatives of art’s construction of new worlds of 
social justice and ecological flourishing, as presented in many of our contributions. Therein, art 
provides a place with which to experiment with political ecology and engaged new material-
isms, doing so without reducing its infinite diversity to anti-democratic, authoritarian messages, 
tried forms, and hackneyed structures. Indeed, art offers a “laboratory of insurrectionary imagi-
nation,” as the eponymous name of the activist collective perfectly states (see the essay by mem-
ber John Jordan in this volume). At the same time, and as indicated above, this book traces the 
aesthetic engagements with climate breakdown that extend beyond the conventional categories 
of art and considers experimental visual and multisensory cultures, including inter- and post-
disciplinary practices—such as forensic and cartographical studies, remote sensing data analysis, 
embodied social movement activism, climate sensing techniques, more-than-human “sense-
abilities,” new media ecologies and archival assemblies—all of which resist single-category des-
ignation. While many of our contributors draw diversely on the critical resources of art history’s 
diverse methodologies (including its formal, post-structural, sociohistorical, racially attuned and 
queer analytics), many also cultivate new sensibilities—the abilities to sense—beyond the former 
discipline’s sometimes restrictive, humanist, and depoliticized approaches, in favor of visual cul-
ture’s more flexible openness and consistent emphasis on the imbrications of visuality and power, 
aesthetics and politics.

Going further still than cultivating the abilities to sense, our contributions also reflect an 
investment in the politics of visibility, and, more broadly, the politics of aesthetics—in the sense 
of challenging the unjust and uneven distribution of the sensible.20 This is the case when corpo-
rations seek to hide the evidence of their environmentally destructive practices, or when the 
state shuts down or surveils the activist media attempting to bring public attention to extractive 
or border violence. We acknowledge that making things visible (and public)—by demanding the 
“right to see”—can support progressive, egalitarian, and democratic political gains and impor-
tant policy transformations, even while we also recognize the right to refuse visibility when it 
inadvertently reinforces power inequalities and neocolonial logics in the era of sensationalist, 
commercialized media and surveillance capitalism.21 There are no doubt times when strategic 
opacity, and the right to invisibility—particularly in the face of facial recognition software, phar-
maceutical biopiracy, and multifaceted extractivism demanding ever greater access to bodies, 
lands, and information—is more than ever necessary. At a time when environmental defenders 
globally are increasingly subjected to extrajudicial murder (particularly in the Philippines, 
Colombia, India, Brazil, Honduras, and Guatemala, where mining, extraction, agribusiness, 
hydropower, logging, and poaching are implicated sectors), the justification for refusing visibility 
is all-too-clear.22 In these situations, climate justice may well demand non-spectacular, non-
commodifiable, non-capturable forms of being and becoming. Deciding on appropriate strate-
gies and tactics requires situated, place-based, and context-dependent considerations, generating 
approaches which may remain ultimately non-formalizable and open to strategic mutation. 
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These create ever more complex and nuanced relations to such areas of meaning-making as 
critical documentary, media activism, and forensic engagements. The result is a mobility and 
multiplicity of aesthetic practices, artistic-activist positionalities, and research methods, which, as 
revealed in this anthology, correspond to the diverse relations of practitioners to cultural sectors 
and multi-scaled institutions. These include the creative instituting of new knowledges, organi-
zations, and networks at the forefront of the visual culture of climate justice—all of which this 
book, we hope, will inspire further.
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PART I

Extractivism

Extractivism identifies a political economy premised on the withdrawal of value without cor-
responding deposit: resources are removed from the Earth, profits from labor, and commodifi-
able data from plants, bodies, and information systems.1 Returned to their place is waste, toxicity, 
disease, exhaustion, and death. Comprising a fundamental logic of advanced global capitalism 
that is now evident worldwide, extractivism has long been recognized as a fundamental form of 
colonialism as well: “[E]xtracting is stealing—it is taking without consent, without thought, care 
or even knowledge of the impacts that extraction has on the other living things in that environ-
ment,” notes Leanne Betasamosake Simpson. “That’s always been a part of colonialism and 
conquest. Colonialism has always extracted the indigenous.”2

When the word “extraction” is used, what often first comes to mind is oil drilling, coal and 
mineral mining, hydroelectric power dams, logging, industrial fishing, and so on. Those activities 
linked to fossil fuels, or what Andreas Malm terms “fossil capital,” most obviously relate to 
anthropogenic climate transformation, wherein prehistoric resources are drawn from deep 
underground and, through their processing and burning at the surface, their fumes are released 
into the atmosphere, reflecting a sort of reverse geological process.3 But all comprise the vora-
cious and expansive “extractive zone” wherein mining for fossil fuel energy, metals, and minerals 
supports modern industrial production, its energy systems and infrastructure, leaving rivers, 
forests, lands, and seas in varying states of waste.4 Extraction also extends to secondary registers. 
Big Ag’s chemical-based, monocrop farming, in systematically withdrawing value from the soil 
in the form of minerals, represents another mode of mining; similarly, the privatization of water 
for consumer products exemplifies the appropriation of resources away from what many call the 
commons. Extraction also entails labor, in the form of unpaid (often female) domestic toil, vol-
unteerism, wage-based work, and low- or unpaid convict labor, corresponding to the exploita-
tion of surplus value in the form of profits. In the art world, this is detectable not only in the 
prevalence of literal uncompensated labor (e.g., the notorious gallery internship, research or 
logistical assistance carried out by workers that provides behind-the-scenes labor that material-
izes only invisibly in the final exhibitable or sellable artwork), but also in the extractive appro-
priation of gestures, emotions, and related interpersonal skills, comprising the informal labor of 
the communications industry and service economy more widely. Many artists and activists in 
this volume are keenly aware of the omnipresent danger of instrumentalization and have devel-
oped savvy, built-in tactics to resist it in their work. This is especially so for Indigenous and 


