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Futures in Excess
“When you go to the toilet, shit disappears. You flush it, and of course rationally
you know it is still there, somewhere in the canalization, but at a certain level
of your most elementary experience it disappears from your world.”1
When interviewed about his take on ecology and our way of dealing with waste
for the documentary Examined Life - Philosophy in the Streets, Slavoj Žižek
used this vivid image to get to the core of our problem. For too long we have
been thinking of the waste that we produce as going to a land or dimension
called “away” once we discard it in the bin, or flush it down the toilet. Only
three years ago, after the disastrous oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010,
Tony Hayward, the CEO of BP, said that the spill would be tiny by comparison
to the huge body of the Gulf’s water - we should not worry, as nature would
absorb the industrial accident. By now the oil spill is almost forgotten, and
for a while it seemed as if Hayward could have been right. But in reality, the
oil never disappeared - it is still there, just below the surface, in the most
literal sense. Scientists that were conducting studies not far from the spill
zone reported that the oil now has turned into a layer of scum on the sea
floor: “We're finding it everywhere that we've looked. The oil is not gone. It's
in places where nobody has looked for it.”2
This, as well as other experiences over the last couple of years, has taught
us relentlessly that there is no such mythical land called “away”. Nature
neither absorbs the enormous amounts of oil leaked out into the ocean,
nor the toxic waste buried, or even simply discarded, in the landfills and
surroundings of Naples in Italy, nor the endless amounts of long lasting plastic
materials used only for a few minutes (the average time of use of plastic
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bags is twelve minutes, after which it takes them estimated 400 to 1000
years to biodegrade).
The foundation for this throwaway mentality, based on excessive consumption
and consumerism, was laid with the invention of the steam engine in 1748,
and the following industrial revolution. Recent findings and conclusions
of geologists and geophysicists have now demonstrated that the impact
of this mentality that Western society has adopted and internalized over
these past 250 years, but especially over the decades since the end of
the last World War, has transformed us literally into a geological force. A
force potent enough to define a new geological epoch: the Anthropocene,
a term coined by the atmospheric chemist and Nobel laureate Paul Crutzen
in 2002. With the introduction of this term and concept, Crutzen wanted
“to denote the current interval of time on Earth in which many key
processes are dominated by human influence”3 - a domination that caused
a significant rise in degree of environmental change on Earth. More precisely,
the Anthropocene can be distinguished as an epoch because the biological
and chemical remains and traces left by humans in the surface bodies of
sediment on which we live, will leave a signal traceable in the future fossil
records, and therefore will remain for many thousands of years from now.
Historians divide geological epochs into different ages, and we can say that
ours is the “Plastic Age”. Since the 1950s, the production of plastic has
increased from 500,000 tons per year to almost 300 million tons per year.
And given the fact that it takes plastic molecules hundreds, if not thousands,
of years to biodegrade, it is safe to assume that all the plastic we have
produced in these last decades is almost certainly still around.
One of the places where you can find evidence of this is the Great Pacific
Garbage Patch, also called the Plastic Trash Vortex. It is one of the five areas
in our oceans where all of our plastic debris accumulates to build enormous
3
Zalasiewicz, Jan, Mark Williams, Alan Haywood, and Michael Ellis. “The Anthropocene:
A New Epoch of Geological Time?” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society A:
Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences 369, no. 1938 (March 13, 2011), 835.

5

monuments made of anthropogenic waste - one of them having the size of
Central Europe. Borrowing the words of Captain Charles Moore, who discovered
the Trash Vortex in the late 1980s, we can say that the ocean has turned
into a “plastic soup”. Taking this “plastic soup” as a starting point, for her
Ecosystem of Excess, Pinar Yoldas poses the question: “If life started today
in these plastic debris filled oceans, what kinds of life forms would emerge
out of this contemporary primordial ooze?”
Her answer to this question takes the form of a speculative ecosystem
in a mysterious, post-human world for which we gave the incentive and
created the basis of existence: plastics. Inspired by, and based on the recent,
groundbreaking discovery of new bacteria that evolved in this soup and
that thrive on plastics, Yoldas envisions a new evolutionary history. For the
creation of her pelagic insects, marine reptiles, fish and birds equipped with
organs that enable them to metabolize, exfiltrate, and even sense different
plastic materials, Yoldas draws upon her in-depth knowledge of biological
systems and processes; as well as an exhaustive research on the chemical
composition of plastics, their effects on ecological and biological systems, and
their historical and geopolitical background. Starting from the preconditions
of extreme environments created by an excessive anthropocentrism, she
leads viewers into a world beyond the end of ours. She invites them to fastforward in time and plunge into a possible anthropo-de-centred future world
that arose from our plastic gyres.
For man-made phenomena, like the accumulation of plastic in these oceanic
trash gyres; the BP oil-spill; global warming; or nuclear pollution, the postecological thinker and philosopher Timothy Morton developed and coined the
term “hyperobjects”. According to Morton, hyperobjects are “…things that
you can’t see or touch but are real, and have an effect on your world.…” They
seem to be massively distributed in time and space in a peculiar way.”4 “[T]hey
force us into an intimacy with our own death (because they are toxic), with
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others (because everyone is affected by them), and with our future (because
they are massively distributed in time).”5 Hyperobjects are entities of a scale
and consequence beyond human understanding. Morton compares them with
an octopus: it emits a cloud of ink as it withdraws from access, every time
we try to grasp it in its full extent. This cloud of ink is a cloud of effects
that not only directly affects the climate, oceans, lands, and biosphere, but
has also shaped art and aesthetics, marking the turn from an era where art
responded to human existence, to one where it increasingly communicates
a post-human order. As he puts it, “[g]enius is no longer a production of my
inner space, but a collaboration between my inner space and at least one other
entity.... Art becomes a collaboration between humans and non-humans….
[A]rt is an attunement to a demonic force coming from the nonhuman and
permeating us.”6
How such a collaboration may look can be experienced in the works of artists
like Brandon Ballengée; James Acord - the only private individual ever licensed
to own and handle radioactive materials; or Pinar Yoldas. Their art talks about,
and deeply engages with, these hyperobjects that remove humans from the
centre of their conceptual world. Through engaging with Yoldas's works and
installations, we face questions that go far beyond those of mere waste
management. She confronts us with geopolitical and geophysical dimensions
and developments that inevitably bring us to the meta-level of the concept
of “nature” as we know it, and the resulting ontological crisis of it. Do we
have to re-classify plastics as a kind of “natural resource” now that life has
evolved that is feeding on it? If we have become a decisive geological force,
can, for example, phenomena such as hurricane Katrina or the tsunami hitting
Indonesia in 2004 still be categorized as “natural” disasters?
We realize that we have to deal with the fact that our old model of thinking
about “nature” does not work anymore - we are enmeshed in it, we are part of
it and part of its processes and developments. We find ourselves confronted
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with phenomena and developments in a way that puts our idea of “nature”
into crisis. Changes in ecosystems have always been a fundamental part
of nature, whether humans were involved or not. It is by setting so-called
“baselines” as reference states in scientific studies of environmental change
(typically a point in time or a set of conditions in the past) that we start
dividing states of ecological systems not only into “before” and “after”, but
also judging changes as “negative” as opposed to a prior “correct” state. A
similar problem lies in our idea of nature’s aesthetics: we often object to or
refuse ecologically motivated decisions such as building more wind farms
or solar arrays because they “spoil the view” of the landscape of the green
hills that stretch out as far as the eye can see - landscapes mainly made of
agricultural areas by now. Since the industrial revolution, and the following
romanticization of it, we have developed an idea of “nature” as stable, pristine
wilderness – “nature” is everything but us. By consequence, these common
concepts of “nature” and “environment” need a certain distance to exist and
make sense. This distance disappears as we are increasingly affected by the
clouds of effects that the hyperobjects emit, and as we gather more and more
data and knowledge about them. Still, when we go outside on a beautiful
day and see blue skies, trees that slightly move with the wind, when we hear
birds singing and take a deep breath of fresh air - in these moments, it seems
impossible that this world might end because of an ecological collapse (and
here the end of the “world” is intended as the world as we know and inhabit
it, not necessarily as the end of the planet). It is exactly this psychological
hurdle, of what in psychoanalysis is called “disavowal”, that needs to be
overcome in order to clear some of the clouds obscuring the octopus. You
cannot undo certain knowledge, and once you acquired it, once you know
about the background and the physical and political interdependencies, you
will not have the same relationship to certain objects. We need to exceed
the critical levels of information in order to disable our natural instinct of
turning away from uncomfortable facts, and grasp the real dimensions of
certain issues. Only then can we start developing an ethics that takes into
consideration the Earth’s current ecological status with which we have to
deal, the massive timespans introduced by the human-made materials and
the consequent levels of impact.
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Art that engages with, and talks about, these issues has the difficult task of
finding strategies and means of expression that on the one hand stand back
from being too didactic or too moralist and on the other hand exist beyond
being mere research projects or creative problem solving.
Photo: Janez Janša
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The most obvious way of dealing with such topics seems to be to invoke
shocking dystopian scenarios in the form of a variety of possible endings of the
world. Shock and provocation have become quite popular artistic strategies
in recent times where more understated messages seem to just get lost in
the overall noise of communication. But at the same time, such approaches
might risk stimulating or increasing the audience’s disavowal. Pinar Yoldas
uses a much more subtle way to usher the viewer into the world of the
“Plastosphere”.
Her Ecosystem of Excess is not located on the Earth of Pixar’s Wall•E,
suffocated by human waste and debris and eventually devoid of all life, but
depicts a future far beyond the collapse of the world inhabited by humans.
Instead of conjuring up dystopian scenarios of destruction, death and collapse,
she imagines a possible future in a next phase of the Earth’s development.
The birth of a new ecosystem based on the remains and long-lasting traces
that the human race left on Earth. By speculating about what such a future
could look like, and how things could be without catastrophizing them, she
stands back from forecasting or predicting real scenarios. Through the creation
of rather abstract organs that metabolize or sense plastics and species that
thrive on plastics, that have adopted its characteristics and included it in the
complex mesh of interrelations within the same or between different species,
Yoldas creates an environment that excites curiosity about the vast array of
real details and facts on which her works are based. She gives information on
plastics and speculates about possible effects and developments by means of
posing “what if?” questions that are intended to open discussion and debate
about the kind of future we do or do not want - starting with: “What if life
started today in these plastic debris filled oceans? What kinds of life forms
would emerge out of this contemporary primordial ooze?”
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