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Educati onal insti tuti ons play an instrumental role in social and politi cal 
change, and are responsible for the environmental and social ethics of their 
insti tuti onal practi ces. The essays in this volume criti cally examine scholarly 
research practi ces in the age of the Anthropocene, and ask what accountability 
educators and researchers have in ‘righti ng’ their relati onship to the 
environment. The volume further calls att enti on to the geographical, fi nancial, 
legal and politi cal barriers that might limit scholarly dialogue by excluding 
researchers from parti cipati ng in traditi onal modes of scholarly conversati on.

As such, Right Research is a bold invitati on to the academic community 
to rigorous self-refl ecti on on what their research looks like, how it is 
conducted, and how it might be developed so as to increase accessibility and 
sustainability, and decrease carbon footprint. The volume follows a three-
part structure that bridges conceptual and practi cal concerns: the fi rst secti on 
challenges our assumpti ons about how sustainability is defi ned, measured 
and practi ced; the second secti on showcases arti st-researchers whose work 
engages with the impact of humans on our environment; while the third 
secti on investi gates how academic spaces can model eco-conscious behaviour.

This ti mely volume responds to an increased demand for environmentally 
sustainable research, and is outstanding not only in its interdisciplinarity, but its 
embrace of non-traditi onal formats, spanning academic arti cles, creati ve acts, 
personal refl ecti ons and dialogues. Right Research will be a valuable resource 
for educators and researchers interested in developing and hybridizing their 
scholarly communicati on formats in the face of the current climate crisis.
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The Aesthetics of Hidden Ecologies

Andrew S. Yang

The advantage that art seems to have over writing, law or science is that 
an artwork is free to take absolutely whatever form suits its function, to 
unapologetically make a medium the embodiment of its message. Given 
that freedom, it is incumbent on artists to strive to create work that is 
ecological in form and not only ‘content’.

It is in vogue to call all sorts of things ‘an ecology’. Trained as an 
ecologist, I am critical of the term when it is applied to situations in which 
the non-human isn’t taken seriously, or when a systems-understanding 
of relationships aren’t a focus. That said, I think many things—even art 
itself—could be seen through an ecological lens in virtue of having inputs 
and outputs that complexly feedback on each other, and from which an 
integrated system emerges over time. To the extent that art is committed 
to the circulation of ideas, images and involves the exchange of material 
and economic resources, the art system is also an ecosystem. The question 
is just how much those aspects are acknowledged intentionally within 
artworks themselves. An early example might be Hans Haacke’s work 
entitled Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, A Real Time Social 
System, as of May 1, 1971 that revealed MoMA’s economic entanglement 
with urban slum lords in New York City. Haacke’s project one year later, 
Rhinewater Purification Plant (1972), likewise engaged a kind of systems 
aesthetic, or, in that particular case, an ecosystems aesthetic around the 
pollution of rivers.6

The ecological form that an artwork might take is always going to 
be partial for the simple fact that showing every aspect, connection 
or detail of a system is impossible. Because every representation is a 
model, it is necessarily incomplete, but richly so. The incompletion urges 
interpretation. An artwork, as a part, can point a viewer’s or participant’s 

6  Jack Burnham first proposed the idea of systems aesthetics in his essay ‘Systems 
esthetics’, Artforum, 7.1 (1968), 30–35. For more on the notion of ‘ecosystem 
aesthetics’, see Andrew Yang, ‘Second laws, two cultures, and the emergence of 
an ecosystem aesthetics’, Interdisciplinary Science Reviews 40.2 (2015), 168–181, 
https://doi.org/10.1179/0308018815z.000000000111. 
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imagination towards what isn’t explicitly shown, but must certainly be 
there. What are the active connections and important details teeming 
just out of view? To bring those imagined and very real things closer 
to the surface—and make one’s participation within them palpable—
would seem to be the aspiration of an authentically ecological art.

In the project Flying Gardens of Maybe (2012–2020),7 I sprout plants 
from seeds that I’ve recovered from the stomachs of birds that die in 
collisions with Chicago’s skyscrapers. While that one sentence sums 
up the project, the work of the art is to make the fuller equation—not 
only its sum—more perceptible and ponderable. Photographs, text, 
and diagrammatic wall drawings accompany the seedlings so that the 
complex eco-logic of connectivities involved can come into view. At 
minimum, these include: the light pollution and mirrored skyscrapers 
that scrape the sky of migrating birds; the all-volunteer Chicago Bird 
Collision Monitors that collect fallen birds throughout the city;8 the 
Bird Lab at the Field Museum of Natural History where the dead birds 
are brought to become part of the museum’s archive;9 the museum 
garbage bin from where I reclaim the seed-rich innards; and the birds 
themselves, cooperative vehicles by which plants have distributed 
themselves throughout the landscape for the past 125 million years. The 
idea is to, in some small way, point to how an ecology of interruptions 
might be rewoven through the connections of different communities, 
institutions, and non-human species to each other. Is this an example of 
authentically ecological art? Possibly yes, likely no, but maybe it is an 
experiment in that direction.

Where does this notion of ecosystems aesthetics leave writing, 
photography, painting, or collage? Art in these mediums might explore 
ecological topics, but where within these two-dimensional formats 
can ‘ecological form’ take substantial shape? As artifacts within an 
ever more digitally-dominated world, perhaps text and image-based 
work would seem at special risk of becoming figuratively and literally 
immaterial—informational, maybe cybernetic, but not ecologic. Even if 
this were true (and it is not—every medium can engage an ecosystems 

7  ‘Flying Gardens of Maybe’, https://www.andrewyang.net/maybe.
8  ‘Chicago Bird Collision Monitors—CBCM’, https://www.birdmonitors.net/.
9  ‘Bird Specimen Collection’, Field Museum of Natural History, https://www.

fieldmuseum.org/node/5131.

https://www.andrewyang.net/maybe
https://www.birdmonitors.net/
https://www.fieldmuseum.org/node/5131
https://www.fieldmuseum.org/node/5131
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aesthetic), the digital is material through and through. Our technosocial 
system invites us to neglect the fact that every PDF, JPG, and webpage 
owes its existence to the coal, oil, rivers and metal of a physical planet. 
The effectiveness with which digital media are able to screen-off their 
fossil-fueled nature or their exploitative manufacture is a testament to 
extractive capitalism’s skill at evading direct perception. But it is also 
due to the elusive nature of the pollution that seems to disappear into 
thin air. If the average American’s Internet usage produces 300 lbs 
(36 kg) of carbon dioxide a year—about the same as the combustion 
of 15 gallons (57 liters) of gasoline10—then this essay’s contribution 
to global greenhouse gas emission appears quite small. But if there 
is any defining character of the Anthropocene, it is the uncanny and 
counterintuitive way in which minute increments manifest as large and 
looming totalities. The nature of global warming is parts-per-million—a 
marginal fraction distributed and diffuse, however in ways that are not 
only countable, but also that seriously count.11

Our habitual obliviousness to how visual culture is powered by the 
fossil fuel econo-ecology is what Brett Bloom has described as a lack 
of ‘petro-subjectivity’.12 Maybe these last two paragraphs are small 
gestures towards trying to activate that subjectivity in ecological form—
to recognize this electronic text to be of an ecology and not just a means 
to communicate about it. How might we construct an aesthetic in the 
original sense of the word (aisthetikos, Greek—‘of or for perception by the 
senses’, or ‘perceptible things’) that aids in our perception of the active 
entanglements of every form within an active system of innumerable 
others? While aesthetics is often understood in the terms of visuality 
and art history, my hope is that aesthetics can be reclaimed in relational 
and naturalcultural ones of ecology; form transformed.13

10  Christopher Helman, ‘Berkeley Lab: It takes 70 billion kilowatt hours a year 
to run the Internet’, Forbes (June 28, 2016), https://www.forbes.com/sites/
christopherhelman/2016/06/28/how-much-electricity-does-it-take-to-run- 
the-internet/#54860bc81fff. 

11  The Internet accounts for just 2% of the U.S.’s total electricity use–proportionally 
small, but absolutely large considering that generating 2% takes the equivalent 
of eight nuclear reactors, or twice as much as the output of all the solar panels 
currently operating in the United States. Ibid.

12  Brett Bloom, Petro-Subjectivity: De-Industrializing Our Sense of Self (Fort Wayne: 
Breakdown Break Down Press, 2015).

13  Donna Haraway has written that ‘Form, like nature, is one of the most complicated 
words in the English language. Form is about shape, number, figure, beauty, 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/christopherhelman/2016/06/28/how-much-electricity-does-it-take-to-run-the-internet/#54860bc81fff
https://www.forbes.com/sites/christopherhelman/2016/06/28/how-much-electricity-does-it-take-to-run-the-internet/#54860bc81fff
https://www.forbes.com/sites/christopherhelman/2016/06/28/how-much-electricity-does-it-take-to-run-the-internet/#54860bc81fff
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Fig. 1  An eco-logic diagram of key relations in the Flying Gardens of Maybe. Andrew 
Yang, 2012–2020.

making, ritual, image, order, cause, relationship, kind, conduct, and character. ‘To 
have good form’ describes a way of doing something that is at once about ethics, 
technics, and practice’, Donna J. Haraway, Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields: Metaphors That 
Shape Embryos (Berkeley: North Atlantic Book, 2004), p. xvii. 
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Fig. 2  Two vehicles: A Hermit Thrush, a ‘birdstrike’ victim of collision with 
building glass (left); and the seeds from that thrush sprouting within a 

hand-thrown pot (right). Andrew Yang, 2013.


