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Staying with the trouble means making oddkin; that is, we require each other 
in unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles. We 
become—with each other or not at all. 

Donna Haraway1 

All is beautiful, 
All is beautiful, 
All is beautiful indeed. 

Now the Mother Earth 
And the Father Sky, 
Meeting, joining one another 
Helpmates ever, they. 

All is beautiful, 
All is beautiful, 
All is beautiful, indeed. 

Navajo Song and Blessing, cited by Gregory Cajete 2 
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for our collaborative explorations together to produce the frst two prototypes 
of “Multispecies Tick-Maps” that feature in this book. I am also most appre-
ciative of the enthusiastic support of my current Lab Manager, Maria Larsson. 
Lab Research Assistant Emily Szpiro (funded by a grant from UCLA’s 
Humanities Technology unit) worked with the utmost professionalism to parse 
citations, references, permissions and to oversee general readability. Hiju Kim 
and John Colin Marston provided valuable teaching support that allowed me 
to focus more efciently on this project. Te Scala dei Turchi project described 
in the Introduction was a result of a deeply rewarding collaboration with 
Professor Teresa Fiore at Montclair State University with assistance from 
UCLA graduate student Giacomo Frazzetta. Te experts at the Wind River 
Tribal Reservation and the Greater Yellowstone Coalition continue to provide 
deep inspiration: thank you Wesley Martel, Jason and Richard Baldes, Ina 
Tillman, Shana and Charles Drimal, and the magnifcent Bufalo for sharing 
your rich ecocultural systems with me. 

Te origins of my Multispecies Futures Lab at UCLA lie in my previous 
institution, Rutgers University, where it began the larval stages of its life as 
Te Cybercene Lab. Tis initial work was funded by a Mellon Chair in Global 
Racial Justice. I am truly indebted to the extensive feedback given by Professor 
Michelle Stephens on a very early draft of this project in 2023, which set 
the tone for further generative thought and revisions. I am grateful to 
Professors Alessandro Vettori, Paola Gambarota and my original Lab Manager, 
Diletta Pasetti, for their invaluable support. I  am also appreciative of the 
graduate and undergraduate students who engaged with “all things multispe-
cies” in my courses. 

Friends Mladen and Nicky and my niece Nadia read a draft of the manu-
script to confrm that it was accessible and engaging for readers beyond 
academia. Joia Duskic attested to the manuscript’s practical utility for graduate 
students and advanced undergraduate students interested in multispecies 
studies. Tis was important input precisely because a community-engaged 
project such as this must stay attentive to the needs of broader audiences. 

My globally dispersed family continue to provide so much encouragement 
and care despite the vast distances that often separate us. Tis book is dedi-
cated to my parents, Janak and Shamim, for incalculable reasons. Pramod, 
I will always cherish our outdoor adventures together as kids, especially during 
our summer vacations at our grandparents’ home in Satara. Some of our 
naturalcultural activities included: climbing and hanging in trees all day, hiding 
and then “discovering” treasure boxes, and creating pretend “mini national 
parks” with our rudimentary backyard tools to “conserve endangered species.” 
Lia, Rosaria, Papà Salvatore and Teresa, thanks for showing me immeasurable 
love and for feeding me constantly. My nephews and nieces—Adelina, Alice, 
Aman, Andrea, Antonio, Asim, Chiara, Nadia, Nico Senior, Nico Junior, and 



x Our Multispecies Futures

 

 

 
 

 

Nova—you are my guaranteed source of company and joy. You let me hope 
that the next generation can improve upon the previous ones. 

My own children were absolutely fundamental to my incremental conver-
sion from a comfortably anthropocentric humanities professor to an educator 
deeply invested in seeking ways to live, teach and do research via a multispe-
cies paradigm. Buck, Argo, Keera and Junior: thank you for your limitless 
enthusiasm, profound care and unbreakable bonds of kinship. I am who I am 
today because you welcomed me wholeheartedly as an equal member of your 
Siberian Husky pack, despite my embarrassingly human limitations. 

And fnally, to Angelo, the keystone species of my support system. You 
drove me across vast distances so that I could complete my research. You have 
provided me with a stable and loving home for two decades. Tis book would 
be inconceivable without your patience, empathy, resilience, and indomitable 
sense of humor. 



 
 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Preface 

Close Encounters of the Furry Kind 

My graduate students and I were in tracking mode. We were seeking a char-
ismatic and sometimes elusive creature. 

After an hour or so, to our great delight we crossed paths with one. We 
stopped and observed it at a respectful distance in a hushed silence. 

As their name suggests, Channel Island Foxes, a mini-descendant of the 
much larger mainland gray fox, are endemic to this fascinating archipelago 
located of the coast of Southern California. Tey were highly endangered by 
the late 1990s, numbering only in the few hundreds, but have since been 
brought back from the brink—a conservation success story. Unlike their much 
larger relatives, they weigh only around two kilograms, but make up for their 
small size by their very large personalities. Tis particular fox seemed both 
curious and unperturbed by our presence, ambling amongst the stubbly grass-
land by the trail, looking for something good to eat. Often, she’d become 
engrossed in her own research: she would focus intensely on slight movements 
or sounds within the short grasses and bushes. Perhaps in reaction to signs 
of life in the tangle, she would swiftly jump in the air in a graceful arc and 
then back down towards the source of the sound. After some additional 
hunt-and-play of this kind, our new canid companion proceeded to bask a 
little in the spring sun, amble a little more, and just generally “hang out” close 
to us. 

As I enjoyed observing her antics—she suddenly stopped and returned my 
gaze with equal potency. 

I felt an unexpected and stupefying jolt inside me. Questions and doubts 
poured forth in my mind. 

As we were tracking her, was she… perhaps… tracking us back? 
Who was “the researcher” and who “the researched”? 
What meaning was I  trying to generate as a human and a humanities 

professor by “observing” the fox? Was I  able to credit her with sentience, 
intelligence, agency and culture, despite our inability to communicate via 
human verbal language to procure “evidence” of “higher” thinking? Trough 
my observations, did I see a life that was fundamentally diferent from mine, 
or could I admit to kinship? How was this multispecies kin-building process 
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also deeply relevant to relationship making, identity creation, as well as justice, 
care and wellbeing in human-specifc contexts? What exactly moved inside 
me when she looked back at me? Could I be equally attentive to the hundreds 
of other life-forms on the island that were less “spectacular” or not as “cute” 
as these foxes? 

In that marvelous moment, my relationship with the fox, the island we 
were visiting, and its whole web of multispecies inhabitants (both human and 
non) fipped decisively. In retrospect, those few seconds of disorientation were 
another foundational event for this entire project. 

Te questions, thoughts and emotions I felt in that moment echoed those 
that had already gradually transformed my research in the past decade. Tey 
were also the same curiosities and doubts that had led me to that island in 
the frst place. However, despite this preparation, the suddenly reciprocated 
gaze of my new furry scholar-companion had re-fxed these questions front 
and center with an unexpected force and immediacy. 

Long after this moment had passed, the fox’s gaze remained as a creative 
and cautionary memory—those curious and penetrating eyes peeping through 
the grasses, gazing back—reminding me to be attentive to my anthropocentric 
biases and habits. I  was thankful then, and am grateful even now, for her 
gentle yet forceful and most elegantly posed reminder. Te fox’s lesson is 
deeply embedded within every nook and cranny of this project. 

We do not have to say goodbye to her just yet… we shall meet her again 
in this book. Besides, you can always fip to the front cover to see another 
individual of her species… gazing right back at you. 



 

   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  

Introduction 

We Need a Multispecies Paradigm Shift 

Tis book is deeply entangled within the bodies, lives and ecosystems of its 
huge cast of characters. It contains stories from the lives of multispecies beings 
(including us, humanimals) all carried out in intimate collaboration with 
multi-kind assemblages, from rivers and swamps to cities, farmland, mountains 
and oceans.3 Teir presence and actions occur over timescales that range from 
the split-second, to spans more fathomable to Homo sapiens (minutes, hours, 
years, decades), to geological epochs lasting millions of years. Tey currently 
inhabit or have dwelled in diverse corners of our battered but still magnifcent 
planet—from Los Angeles to Mogadishu, from the tropical jungles of Tailand 
to the sparkling Mediterranean Sea. 

Fundamentally, this is a book about relationships. It investigates the usually 
unrecognized and fearsome power of human narratives, desires, delusions, 
hopes, fears and fantasies to forge the actual material relationships and desti-
nies of multispecies lives, bodies and ecosystems. It excavates the fundamental 
and formative role that human mediatic practices play in shaping meanings, 
and therefore our relationships, with our living planet. It stitches together 
narratives about multispecies associations arranged in strange and “unexpected 
collaborations.”4 

Our Multispecies Futures presents the fndings of a global research project 
that spans seven years. Like one of those Russian Matryoshka nesting dolls, 
you—the reader—may open up a case study and fnd that, inside it, there is 
another embedded story. Or, like a Möbius strip, you may discover a story 
turning itself around to connect to another seemingly unrelated story that 
you experienced a few chapters back. As lands burn, oceans boil, species go 
extinct and manufactured conficts (local, regional, global) multiply, I seek to 
explore with you the many powerful ecological, cultural, psychic and ethical 
consequences of humans’ relentless meaning-making on a multitude of lives, 
bodies and ecosystems. Te hope is that this kind of naturalcultural analysis 
may become another small step towards the collective goal of recognizing 
and revaluing multispecies bonds of kinship. 

I wanted to imagine future multispecies relationalities by considering our 
past and present because I  sensed that, in the Anthropocene,5 the fates of 
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multispecies lives are controlled by the human-made relational stories. Such 
meaning-making through stories sometimes refects the capacity of Homo 
sapiens to be creatively curious about complex ecocultural realities. Conversely, 
it also mirrors our propensity towards strategic fantasizing to avoid considering 
or to actively suppress multispecies ties. I  began to suspect that we were 
actually living in a strange new sub-era of the Anthropocene, which I began 
to refer to as the Cybercene. Tis era is characterized by even greater trans-
formation in the ways in which humans create, narrate, reproduce, negotiate, 
interpret and pay attention to stories, identities and relationships. Putting 
these two intuitions together made me realize that maybe the consequences 
of our new hybrid digital-embodied lives for meaning production, storytelling 
and relationality have not yet been fully recognized or appreciated. Nor have 
these transformations’ profound ecological and multispecies consequences 
been considered, let alone properly analyzed. 

Te Cybercene is a conceptual term and conceit that I use as a frame to 
discuss the current state of our ecocultural and multispecies relationships and 
our “nature-connectedness,” now increasingly distanced and mediated via 
digital means. Since the 1800s, and especially since what has been called the 
post-1945 Great Acceleration,6 people’s increasingly urbanized lives have been 
progressively deprived of proximity to and physical interactions with other-
than-human lives, bodies and natural ecosystems. Tis lack of nearness, both 
actual and metaphorical, has resulted in a sharp decline in nature-attentiveness 
and, therefore, nature-connectedness.7 Besides quantitative data on this trend, 
I sensed that there was also a hitherto underexplored qualitative and dynamic 
link between an overall decrease in “naturalcultural” connections (an extinction 
of embodied nature and multispecies experiences), an overall increase in 
digital- and screen-based practices, and our planet’s accelerated ecological 
decline towards a sixth mass extinction.8 Te deeper I pursued this intuition, 
the more clues I  found that pointed towards important and understudied 
interconnections between the major ecological, socio-cultural and personal/ 
psychic crises of our times. Climate change, identity-based conficts, challenges 
to democratic norms, greater inequality, the digital revolution, the planet’s 
sixth mass extinction, the increase in loneliness, hate and paranoia did not 
seem to be separate phenomena at all. 

I sensed that with the advent of the Cybercene, we have very rapidly 
developed what I  call a techno-normative cultural perspective in addition to 
a metro-normative one.9 Tis has added value to digital media representations 
and our resulting preference for online meaning-making doubly disconnects 
and insulates us from our multispecies surroundings. Techno-normativity also 
distances us from our own bodies, which are an all-important nexus for 
multisensorial, embodied and afective connections with natural and multispe-
cies realities.10 At frst glance, our digital lives and habits may not seem to 
have an infuence on the wellbeing of our multispecies kin. However, I hope 
to demonstrate in this book how ecological damage is mediated and acceler-
ated in the Cybercene through a series of cascading efects, feedback loops 



 
  

 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

3 IntroductIon 

and resonances that deeply tether new human media habits to multispecies 
destinies. Perhaps I  may even convince readers that we should call the 
Cybercene era the “Greatest Acceleration.” 

I propose that two seemingly distinct phenomena—human-digital 
mediatic/cultural habits and natural ecological connection—are related, but 
that this link is often hidden because it is an indirect ecocultural relationship. 
I  call it by this name since nature-culture associations seem analogous to 
what the ecological sciences would characterize as indirect efects or higher 
order interactions such as cascading trophic efects.11 An example of such a 
cascading efect is when a plant species benefts from an increased predator 
population indirectly, due to the decrease in the number of herbivores. I do 
not intend to use indirect ecocultural efects as a metaphor, but as a useful 
locator of actual multispecies natural+cultural working relationships that 
I will illustrate within my case studies. In chapters 1 and 2, I  also fnd it 
useful to frame the Cybercene’s techno-normative attitudes via a historical 
exploration of past mediatic practices of ecocultural distancing and meaning-
making. Doing so contextualizes our current digital practices and the 
ongoing “Artifcial Intelligence (A.I.) revolution”, not as an unprecedented 
ecocultural moment in human history, but as a continuation and quickening 
of previous colonial-mediatic ways of multispecies distancing, othering, 
domination and control. 

Departing from these initial premonitions, my investigative journey eventu-
ally resulted in a new lab at the University of California—the Multispecies 
Futures Lab12—and this book. Both explore two fundamental questions: How 
can we imagine, create and restore harmonious and thriving multispecies 
“naturalcultural” communities regionally, nationally and globally?  How and 
why is this restoration work crucial as the global digital revolution further 
transforms our relationships with lives, bodies and ecocultural systems? 

To be successful in this expansive endeavor, I felt that it was necessary to 
introduce some fexibility, creativity and an openness to “making-with” (as 
Donna Haraway describes it in Staying with the Trouble) all the multispecies 
entities (human and nonhuman) that may share their place-specifc and 
culturally situated knowledges and afects. I have been immensely humbled 
as a researcher, professor and humanimal during these years of inquiry, and 
am grateful for the many bodies, lives and ecosystems featured in my case 
studies that have serendipitously led me down unexpected paths in my research. 
I  experienced feelings of amazement, delight, hope as well as deep despair 
and heartbreak in the course of my explorations. If you as a reader are moved 
by these accounts to weave in your own stories of multispecies connections, 
I would consider this book a success. 

As a record of research activity, I hope that Our Multispecies Futures will 
be generative of further passionate and collaborative exploration, rather than 
being seen as an exhaustive or conclusive study. Tis is also why my new lab 
exists—to continue the journey, the conversations, the collaborations and the 
companionships with multispecies lives after this book is published. For 
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scholars, students and other interested readers new to the Environmental 
Humanities (hereafter EH) and Multispecies Studies, I have included some 
additional clarifcations on key terms within the endnotes. To those who are 
already familiar with these felds, I  hope that occasionally feeling that you 
are retreading a known conceptual path will provide you with connections to 
your own ongoing initiatives. 

I have chosen to foreground stories and let the more abstract or technical 
concepts and theoretical analyses successively unwrap these stories. Tis 
approach has inevitably and intentionally resulted in a style that amalgamates 
storytelling and research. By modifying my approach to conventional academic 
research writing, I  aim to foster ongoing conversations within and beyond 
the many subaltern13 studies on the responsibilities of researchers towards the 
public, on the role of research in the communities that are studied, and to 
show how diferent forms of writing could aid in this refective practice. As 
the general public’s (sometimes fair and sometimes unfair) perception of an 
“out of touch” academia grows, I  am keen on producing scholarship that 
listens to, engages and re-engages with our communities. As researchers, are 
we able to report back to the multispecies communities that we have worked 
with in concrete ways, without jargon getting in the way of such engagement? 
Can we write in a way that demonstrates that methodological rigor does not 
exclude emotionally engaging work? Te Channel Island Fox’s lesson of 
unconscious anthropocentric bias and its many associated arrogances stayed 
with me as I  shifted my writing towards a more communicative style. I am 
also grateful to the many scholars in EH and in Indigenous studies cited in 
this book, who have already shown that it is possible to convey excellent 
research while remaining committed to being understood by and engaged 
with a wider readership. Sweeney Windchief and Timothy San Pedro quote 
Musqueam First Nation Elder Vincent Slogan to emphasize the ethical 
responsibility of passing forward knowledge and research: 

We extend our left palm upwards, to symbolize reaching back to 
receive teachings from the Ancestors and those who have travelled 
before us. We are given the challenge and opportunity to live these 
teachings. We also have the responsibility to pass those teachings to 
others who may also be the younger generation, which is shown when 
we put our right palm downwards. In the circle, we join hands in 
respect, reverence and cooperation.14 

Tere is a also a wider point at stake here: not only engagement with a non-
academic readership, but the inclusion of forms of emotional, reciprocal, 
ecologically embedded and spiritual knowledge that complicate the traditional 
scientist/objectivist/empiricist biases of normative institutional and species-
based knowledge. 

Despite the strategic foregrounding of stories, this book exists to make 
some very precise theoretical and methodological claims. It provides a broad, 



 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 

  

5 IntroductIon 

transcultural overview of the importance of engaging in a multispecies para-
digm shift in the humanities, social sciences and sciences and also within the 
fundamental worldview of the general public.Tis Introduction and Chapter 1 
place this goal within the current scholarship of and general trends within 
EH. Te book fosters global expansion of multispecies studies by analyzing 
case studies that go beyond a specifc geographical or geopolitical area. It also 
opens up these explorations to conversations with a broad audience of 
researchers, thinkers and policymakers beyond the humanities: from urban 
planners and community leaders to educators, journalists, scientists, wildlife 
conservationists, and environmental policymakers. I further propose some new 
research methodologies in the environmental and digital humanities and 
sciences that demonstrate the pragmatic applicability of its ethical, conceptual 
and methodological choices, such as naturalcultural discourse analysis and 
multispecies thick-mapping. I  sparingly coin some new terms, such as the 
Cybercene, redefne some, such as discourse, and bring new life to somewhat 
forgotten or infrequently used concepts, such as Mohandas Karamchand 
Gandhi’s soul-force. 

Tis project places Indigenous thought, broadly speaking, and Indigenous 
studies scholarship more specifcally, as pioneering theories of immense 
ecocultural import—something that unfortunately still needs to be said 
explicitly within and beyond academia. Furthermore, it proposes that a broad 
coalition of “subaltern studies” of diferent kinds, such as postcolonial, deco-
lonial Indigenous and women’s/gender/sexuality studies, must be welcomed 
as central to resolving major questions of global ecocultural wellbeing, justice 
and sustainability, rather than these being simply positioned as fetishized 
niche explorations relevant only to the interests and destinies of those specifc 
subaltern identity groups. It argues that these diferent subaltern studies 
urgently need to talk to each other and to the general population, rather than 
operating within their own specialized theoretical, methodological and 
communal echo chambers. By bringing scholars from these various felds 
into conversation with each other and with you, the reader, I contend that 
a hybrid “tentacular”15 methodology of “standing with”16 these thinkers and 
approaches can allow the multispecies posthumanities to play a far more 
decisive role as the epistemic and methodological “glue” connecting scientifc, 
political and social advocates to explore efective solutions in ecocultural 
sustainability and resilience. Utilizing an unorthodox assemblage of multi-
species scholars, disciplines and methods also requires positioning myself 
within these various felds and with these ethically committed scholars. 
I accomplish this in the frst chapter by harnessing approaches proposed by 
three experts: Donna Haraway, Kim TallBear and the Channel Island Fox. 
For indeed, humbly understanding one’s positionality is a key precursor to 
making any knowledge claim, even as it explicitly conveys this as a partial 
knowledge claim. 

My dadima (grandmother), used to say that stories are blessings. So, let 
me begin with one. It is an Island story. I hope you will enjoy it! 
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Magnifcent Visions: Multispecies Studies 
in a Screwed-Up World 

Wi’ma (Santa Rosa Island), of the Coast of Southern California, 
March 2025 

“Is the Island still within you?” 

It’s the question that I have been frequently asking both myself and my group 
of graduate students ever since our three-day feld trip to Santa Rosa Island 
(Chumash name, Wi’ma). 

As the culminating experience in my new lab-incubated Multispecies 
Humanities graduate seminar at the University of California, Los Angeles, 
I  led our group (Fig. 0.1) on an exploratory feld trip to this very special 
location. At fve a.m. on the day of our departure by ferry, I had to call in to 
check if we would actually be able to leave, since the winds had picked up 
substantially the day before and the seas were quite rough. I had barely slept 
the night before due to excitement and anticipation. When I drowsily picked 
up my phone in the pre-dawn hours, I was relieved that the Island did want 
us to visit her after all; the ferry service folks said that the sea conditions 
were just calm enough to allow for a traverse. 

Wi’ma is a magical place. It is one in a spectacular eight-island archipelago 
that lies of the coast of Southern California. Like all living places, its ecocul-
tures17 are formed by many combinations of multispecies entanglements. 

Figure 0.1 Humanimal participants of my Multispecies Humanities seminar on the jetty 
of Wi’ma (Santa Rosa Island), March 2025. (Anatoli Ulyanov) 



 
 
 

  
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

7 IntroductIon 

Luckily for us, Wi’ma generously revealed its many multispecies and multi-
kind relationships during our stay. I  realized that the Island could be the 
ideal storyteller to introduce the background/context of this project as well 
as the primary questions that I  will explore. Te concepts, questions and 
methods touched upon in this Introduction will be elaborated upon in 
Chapter 1; together, these two sections form the primary theoretical frame-
work shared organically between this book project and the co-conceived 
Multispecies Futures Lab. 

Te book and lab’s strategically transcultural and decolonial theoretical and 
methodological approaches are refected in both the global reach of its indi-
vidual projects and initiatives (current and forthcoming lab projects span the 
Americas, Asia, Africa, Oceania and Europe) and its attentiveness towards 
hitherto marginalized ecocultural knowledges.With the example of the Wi’ma 
ecocultural system in mind, the Introduction and frst chapter also provide a 
succinct description of the rich possibilities provided by the wider disciplinary 
contexts of EH and multispecies studies to explore intersecting questions of 
nature, human culture (meaning-making) and identity construction (nation-
ality, citizenship and other bio- and ecocultural identities such as race, ethnicity, 
gender, labor, sexuality, productivity and reproductivity). Wi’ma Island will 
help me illustrate and analyze how these formations of human culture and 
identity are co-constituted by multispecies agents and relationalities. Rather 
than seeking to present a hagiographic account, my intention in describing 
this book and my lab’s initial entanglements with current ecocultural scholar-
ship is to give readers possible moments of resonance with their own 
approaches and interests in transdisciplinary research, their own teaching and 
community-engaged exploration with our extraordinary multispecies worlds. 

Before working on global multispecies concerns, I  specialized in analyses 
of literary and cinematic discourse in Italy with regard to national, migrant 
and other hybrid identity confgurations via some of the major theoretical 
works of postcolonial studies.18 By early 2018, despite the rich and important 
results the general feld of postcolonial Italian studies was producing, I was 
growing increasingly restless with the predominantly anthropocentric and 
textual approaches to analyzing migration cultures in this feld. I  felt that 
I could no longer ignore my primary academic interest in zoology and envi-
ronmental sciences during high school and college. Tis background had 
provided me with the tools to learn and practice a special kind of attentiveness 
towards material relationships within natural ecosystems. For indeed, what is 
“ecology” if not the study of relationships between diferent beings? Te 
ecological/environmental sciences are best conceptualized as “the study of the 
relationships between living organisms, including humans, and their physical 
environment; it seeks to understand the vital connections between plants and 
animals and the world around them.”19 My humanities-based doctoral research 
at Stanford University, on the other hand, made me understand how crucial 
human meanings, identities and values are to shaping our relationships to 
everyone and everything around us. And yet, human and natural processes 
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and destinies were (and still are) mostly being studied separately, by separate 
departments, disciplines, jargon and people, often located at opposite ends of 
college campuses. Why? I  became increasingly frustrated with the general 
lack of interest in the biological and environmental sciences in seeking a 
nuanced and critical understanding of “empirical, objective, evidence-based” 
research, and with the excessive reliance on theory, abstraction and jargon in 
the humanities. 

By the late 1990s and early 2000s, pioneering scholars in EH, environmental 
history, animal, plant and fungi studies and political ecology were already 
addressing these same issues. Te global impact of the Covid-19 virus in the 
early 2020s was another reminder to myself that I urgently needed to shift 
to a multispecies paradigm to engage with the world in more interdisciplinary 
ways. I became curious about research in the humanities that sought to bridge 
the cultural concerns of postcolonial theory with questions of ecological 
sustainability explored by EH, such as the innovative work of Rob Nixon and 
Elizabeth DeLoughrey.20 

Tese various EH subfelds are now producing a sprawling range of new 
EH, animal and multispecies studies perspectives. While I cite many studies 
from the broad feld of EH, I do not seek to provide an encyclopedic collec-
tion of all the possible approaches in EH and the relatively young feld of 
multispecies studies. Rather, I  have picked one promising path within the 
discipline to address the main subject of this book: analyzing the multilayered 
entanglements between mediatic meaning-making and multispecies bodies, 
lives and ecosystems. As I became more familiar with the several schools of 
thought in EH, I found it curious that most EH scholarship seemed to forget 
that Indigenous thought has already been providing expertise in these matters 
for millennia. 

Despite the increase in EH approaches globally, I  would say that EH 
scholars are still relatively few in number and at the margins (or should I say, 
at the leading edge?) of academic disciplines and ecosystems rather than at 
the center. Indeed, the humanities in general fnd themselves increasingly in 
the margins of academic and cultural life, despite their profound value as a 
glue that can contextualize all knowledge felds. In any event, discovering all 
this newer EH scholarship was a relief. It felt liberating not to be alone in 
feeling uneasy about the way in which disciplinary boundaries still guarded 
knowledge production and, therefore, entire systems of science, thought and 
their applications in the actual world, mostly in the name of fostering meth-
odological rigor. 

To make my own small contribution to a push towards more prominence 
for approaches in EH, but also to break free from being locked once again 
into a disciplinary “ghetto” of EH, I decided sometime in early 2022 to start 
planning a new transdisciplinary lab while mulling over very early ideas for 
this book. I wanted to promote interdisciplinary research on natureculture—a 
key concept for this project because it recognizes that both nature and culture 
often work as a complex unifed system rather than existing in separate 



 

 

  

  

 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

9 IntroductIon 

realms.21 I  therefore began to formulate a broader transnational humanities 
lab-based structure between 2021 and 2022, modelled in the tradition of the 
“training labs” found in the pure sciences. Te lab thus became a conduit for 
me to naturalculturally and ecoculturally analyze global multispecies-based 
identity confgurations and mobilities. 

Te lab and book would not exist without each other: they have truly 
co-become (i.e., become what they are together).22 Like two trees that have 
grown from seeds right next to each other, they are now inseparable. I mention 
the background of this co-becoming or, as Haraway calls it, “becoming with,” 
because the lab provided a project-based focus that was essential for the 
development of the methodological approach of the book and its focus on 
concrete case studies from around the world. Although it requires adequate 
funding in order to function, a humanities lab possesses the advantage of not 
needing the extensive equipment and infrastructure indispensable for most 
science-based labs. 

Indeed, the Multispecies Futures Lab exists with the purpose of creating 
the epistemic space for collaborative experimentation around a central 
theme.23 In the true traditions of the study of epistemology, it asks some 
fundamental questions about naturalcultural knowledge production in human 
culture: how do we know what we know about nature and other species of 
life? What are the diferent knowledge-creation systems (such as storymaking 
and storytelling) that innovate or resist ideas about human–nonhuman 
relationships? How does power, authority and positionality infuence how 
we know what we know? What are the material and ecosystemic consequences 
of knowing things the way we know them? How does this knowledge 
translate to forging power, labor and naturalcultural identities in certain ways 
rather than others? 

Te lab exists primarily to facilitate such conversations, but also, crucially, 
to go beyond abstract ecocultural philosophy. It seeks to maintain a steady 
fow between ideas and the applicability of truly interdisciplinary methods 
within place- and space-specifc projects. It showcases and highlights global 
instances of IRL (in real life) initiatives of multispecies import to learn from 
these concrete examples. It aims to create and disseminate public-facing and 
multimedial knowledge and to incubate collaborative faculty and student 
projects. Te establishment of this kind of creative space to play openly and 
safely with odd combinations of methods and concepts departs from other 
focused research working groups, which tend to have their discipline-bound 
preconceptions and orientations baked in. It is also diferent from simply 
being a website with a particular research content, as the lab is actively devel-
oping new methodological approaches within site-specifc projects in ways 
that depart from the textual approaches typical of the humanities. Te book 
you are currently reading complements the project-based focus of the lab by 
providing a more in-depth critical refection and development of a theoretical 
framework and key concepts that determine the approaches of the lab’s 
methods and projects. 
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On Wildfres and Oddkin: Te Scope of Multispecies Studies 

Just before the initial meeting of my Multispecies Studies graduate seminar, 
I glanced outside my ofce window facing west and saw, in the near distance, 
a massive plume of dark, billowing smoke. It was January 7, 2025, and I was 
looking at the Palisades Fire that had just ignited in Los Angeles. I couldn’t 
immediately foresee the gravity of what that plume of smoke meant. As I sat 
down in the seminar room and faced a room of new and curious faces to 
introduce the topic of the seminar, I  thought it best to begin by discussing 
why we should care about this odd topic of multispecies studies. I began with 
the words “the world is burning”—but then stopped mid-sentence to change 
my wording to “the world is literally burning right now outside our windows.” 
Despite this ominous situation developing very rapidly in our city, I wanted 
us as a group to take a more careful, collaborative and humble approach to 
the circumstances and to the subject of environmental and cultural collapse, 
rather than quickly controlling our exploration to arrive at closed conclusions. 
We discussed how some forms of ecological crisis-thinking and acting can be 
problematic because real or imagined “crisis situations” have very often been 
used to justify the rapid deployment of injustices, undesirable concentrations 
of power or well-meaning but under-analyzed and short-sighted techno-
fxes24—all in the name of restoring order, control and security. Over-analysis 
has also led to paralysis in times of crisis. Crisis overload on a personal level 
can frequently lead to other escapist mental maneuvers: nihilistic tendencies 
(“there is nothing I can do, the problem is too big, so I will just curl up on 
my couch and binge-watch a Netfix series”), self-serving cynicism (“everyone 
else is selfsh or corrupt, so it is weak or stupid to think about others”), wild 
beliefs in techno-fxes (“Mars, anybody?”) and doomscrolling apocalyptic end-
of-world scenarios (“woe is us, let’s build a doomsday bunker!”). 

I found it important to look for an afective and emotional alternative to 
these understandable but unhelpful approaches to our multispecies world. 
Faith in techno-fxes, self-interest or plain greed are refected back in even 
more career (i.e., fnancially)-oriented, siloed and technocratic knowledge 
systems. Te technocratic feature of these knowledge production systems lies 
in their disinterest (or feigned interest) in engaging in an honest and holistic 
exploratory analysis of whether their proposed technical or technocratic “inno-
vations” and “solutions” are actually needed, sustainable or good for the 
commons. Te “A.I. revolution” can be viewed as the current next step in 
these kinds of knowledge production for multispecies proft and for the 
uncritical deployment of innovation without full consideration of the conse-
quences of their misuse. 

Based on the afective reactions of my students in the classroom, I sensed 
that many of them, whether at undergraduate or doctoral level, possessed the 
same deep need that I  had for alternative approaches to our knowledge 
paradigms to face the multiple ecocultural crises that they both inherit and 
facilitate. Tis was a need that went beyond professional training for a career. 



 

 

 

 

 

   

  
 

  

 
  

11 IntroductIon 

I  also sensed that addressing this need for an alternative approach to our 
messy world would facilitate crucial training on how to possibly make better 
choices. Were there reasonable pathways to understand our contemporary 
ecocultural crises without resorting to the extremes of tech-optimism and 
tech-paranoia? Could we bring the discussion back to the complex interface 
between human cultural frameworks, naturalcultural realities and tech 
practices? 

With these compelling afective needs in my mind, I  tasked our seminar 
group to explore some basic questions to embark on what I call a multispecies 
paradigm shift.25 I decided to name this perspectival transformation a paradigm 
shift with the hope that such a move would reformat and revitalize the study 
of the humanities in ways not too dissimilar to how the Copernican revolu-
tion transformed the study of astronomy: it would remove the lonely centrality 
of Homo sapiens in the conception and study of culture and ask that this 
positionality be opened up and shared with the entire multispecies web of 
lively relations. By giving this shift a name, I seek to focus attention, atten-
tiveness and urgency on a worldview that has deep roots in diverse human 
imaginative and cultural traditions and has been fostered by thinkers in many 
diferent moments, including in some current EH scholarship, but has never-
theless been so severely marginalized that it is barely a ghost or a whisper in 
most current normative epistemic frameworks. A methodological shift in how 
we “do” humanities is only one aspect of a multispecies paradigm shift. Tis 
transformation indicates a cultural conversion on a much broader and deeper 
level because it involves reformatting everyday worldviews in our daily lives 
to include a vast cast of critter-kin and “inanimate” assemblages of minerals, 
light, water and air. All of these eforts to build such an old/new perspective 
via a new multispecies civil rights movement would provide deep benefts to 
human societies locally, regionally, nationally and globally. 

A multispecies paradigm shift would ask profound questions that are both 
overarching and specifc to diferent places: How have we, Homo sapiens, used 
our creative storymaking and storytelling powers to imagine (and therefore 
devalue or value) the perspectives of our nonverbal, but very communicative 
critter-kin? Why do some of these stories gain immense reach and power 
while others are left unvalued and unheard? How do our biases towards our 
“mother tongues” and against “foreign languages” mirror our dismissive attitude 
towards many other nonhuman forms of sentience, afect, intelligence and 
communication? How have various Indigenous and other marginalized 
thought communities understood the land (and their relationship with the 
land) diferently and thereby approached its caretaking diferently than today’s 
normative-colonial approaches? Do we really need “new” ways of thinking to 
set ourselves on a better path of multispecies ecocultural care, or do these 
models already exist, but have been ignored and devalued? How can we 
include the human within the natural, rather than thinking about conserva-
tion without the all-important reality of human–multispecies interplay? What 
are the foundational anthropocentric cultural epistemologies that have led to 
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Figure 0.2 Patricia Piccinini, Te Young Family, 2002, Silicone, fbreglass, leather, human 
hair, plywood. 85 × 150 × 120cm approx. 

“natural” disasters? Why are these fres called “wildfres” and what are the 
afective and practical implications of this naming in how we manage them? 

A striking sculptural work by Patricia Piccinini (Fig. 0.2), illustrates some 
of the essential questions that lie at the heart of multispecies studies approaches. 
Te sculptural group is entitled Te Young Family. Piccinini’s sculpture is a 
contemporary masterpiece because it is disturbing and magnetic at the same 
time. It achieves this mix of afects and emotions in us because it successfully 
subverts our customary anthropocentric assumption that familial relations are 
exclusively human relations. Te Young Family represents a unit of connected 
life that is neither human nor nonhuman, or is both, “glitching” our funda-
mental categorizing thought process that typically works to classify within 
the human/nonhuman duality. Te young family’s very ambivalent humani-
mality also complicates other afects and values that we associate exclusively 
with human kinship, such as pleasure in companionship, care, emotional 
vulnerability and physical frailty. Te sculptural group’s added power comes 
from the family being represented in a three-dimensional format rather than 
as a fat painting. Piccinini uses multispecies-derived materials to accentuate 
the tactile and hybrid features of bodies (leather and human hair), along with 
other non-animate materials that nevertheless simulate the gloss and morbidity 
(softness and mortality) of multispecies life.Te crucial supplemental question 
of how we value gendered bodies arises via the obviously maternal identity 
of the main fgure in the sculptural group—the mother nourishing her babies 
with milk from her body. Her gaze that meets the viewer of her body is 
incredibly direct and ambivalently human in its complexity—while the body 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

13 IntroductIon 

from which this gaze emanates is evidently nonhuman, or some sort of 
chimera. Is she exhausted by her caregiving duties? Is she happy? What is 
her story? Te artist gives us just enough information, and not too much, 
forcing us to ponder all these questions and to project our own biases and 
uncertainties onto the bodies and the narrative of this odd young family. 

Te epistemic, afective and cultural questions that Piccinini poses via Te 
Young Family beautifully illustrate the central themes explored by the new 
feld of multispecies studies and examined in this book: how and why thought, 
culture, values and spirit are considered higher in value than afect and 
ontology26—“being,” living and co-becoming? What are the many profound 
yet ignored or repressed connections between Homo sapiens’ existence and 
activity on Earth and that of this planet’s other living beings (animals, plants, 
fungi, microorganisms)? Like Piccinini’s sculptural group, multispecies studies 
seeks to restore the epistemic repression of the “humanity” of animals and 
the cultural disavowal of the animality of humans. It connects human attitudes 
and orientations towards multispecies lives with the cultural makings of 
biocultural identities such as race, gender, national identity, productivity, repro-
ductivity and labor, just like Piccinini’s young family does. It seeks to imagine, 
locate and revalue nonhuman forms of being, doing, sensing, feeling and 
practicing “cultures.” Finally, it seeks to draw direct connections between all 
these meaning-making processes with actual material consequences in bodies, 
lives and ecosystems, asking how and whom do we care for, who do we 
consider “kin” and who do we distance and reject as the Other? Multispecies 
studies is not a zero-sum game: providing more attentiveness to nonhumans 
and humans “in unexpected collaborations and combinations” does not mean 
taking away attentiveness from human considerations. On the contrary, this 
approach could be a way to bring back an imaginative abundance to our 
multispecies relationships and therefore revalue human lives as well. 

Te humanities are “those branches of knowledge that concern themselves 
with human beings  and their culture or with analytic  and critical methods 
of inquiry derived from an appreciation of human values and of the unique 
ability of the human spirit to express itself.”27 An important branch of the 
humanities, namely cultural studies, studies “culture” in its everyday forms: it 
is not only concerned with products of “high” culture as commonly defned 
(literature, music, art, etc.) but also keenly interested in how everyday folks’ 
beliefs, behaviors, choices, assumptions and basic cultural norms are formed, 
negotiated and transformed by both individuals and societies in diferent 
places and times. My graduate training lies primarily in a subset of cultural 
studies, literary and media studies—the study of production, interpretation 
and meaning-making via mediatic texts (literary, cinematic, digital, etc.). In 
contrast to these now-mainstream humanistic felds, multispecies (and animal/ 
plant/fungi) studies is a subset of EH that seeks to glitch the imaginative 
and disciplinary limits posed by the word “human” within the humanities and 
the imagined human exclusivity over all forms of language, culture, identity 
and meaning-making. Amitav Ghosh argues in Te Great Derangement that 



14 Our Multispecies Futures

 
 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 
 

   
 
 

    
  

 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 

“the climate crisis is also a crisis of culture, and thus of the imagination.”28 

We are therefore in urgent need of a major reimagination of the “human” 
within the humanities, and beyond. Multispecies studies seeks to eliminate 
the long-standing (and frankly, quite fimsy) presupposition in most normative 
cultures of human superiority and its corresponding claim of exclusive owner-
ship to intangible “higher” things such as “culture, values and spirit.”29 

One way to fully open up the amazing and messy entanglements of human 
and nonhuman realities for far better analysis than has been done in the past 
is to revalue presence and being (ontology) as well as pre-meaning feelings 
(afect), rather than devaluing these in the favor of thinking (epistemology).30 

In EH parlance, these new foci have been called the “ontological turn” and 
“afective turn” respectively. However, these “turns” have been central to 
Indigenous worldviews for millennia and are central to Indigenous studies 
approaches. I will give you a quick but important methodological example of 
the practical efcacy and joy of including previously marginalized experts. 
While discussing Aboriginal worldviews, Leroy Little Bear says: 

For example, the categorizing process in many Aboriginal languages 
does not make use of the dichotomies either/or, black/white, saint/ 
sinner. Tere is no animate/inanimate dichotomy. Everything is more 
or less animate. Consequently, Aboriginal languages allow for talking 
to trees and rocks, an allowance not accorded in English.31 

Little Bear shows us here that innovative terminology is innovative episte-
mology and also innovative methodology. Reclassifying rocks as “more or less 
animate” allows us to engage in kin-making of a very diferent kind with these 
mineral bodies. In accordance with Little Bear’s suggestion cited above, my 
defnition of multispecies in this book and my lab includes Homo sapiens, our 
mortal multispecies kin (plants, animals, fungi, microbes) as well as our “more 
or less animate” relations, such as rocks, streams and landscapes, with which 
we undoubtedly share “meanings, interests and afects.”32 Tis approach to 
doing multispecies studies is not limited to investigations of mortal entities, 
but includes the various “more or less animate” things that sustain us all. Again, 
this is not “new” knowledge. As Brendan Hokowhitu eloquently states, “the 
material and esoteric connection of all living things (e.g., ‘mauri’; all my rela-
tions) is fundamental to the Indigenous cultures that I’m aware of and really 
is ‘Indigenous Cultures 101.’”33 Due to this stunning amnesia in EH, I choose 
to engage with new materialist scholarship with some ambivalence and a few 
caveats. I can only ethically utilize its fndings by foregrounding the Indigenous 
materialisms that preceded it. Hokowhitu forcefully describes how his engage-
ment with new materialisms as an Indigenous scholar “felt like a re-witnessing 
of Western centricity making; a regurgitation.”34 He says that while it has 
value in its dismantling of the deeply held separation in Western thought 
between meaning and matter, “in its forgetfulness, it repossesses the ‘rights’ to 
knowledge. It forgets that Indigenous peoples were rendered incapable of 
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cerebral rational thought and, thus, were like animals, other living things, and 
nature, and objects, whose sole purpose was to act as metaphors, similes and 
allegorical fgures in re-centering the civilized rational European.”35 

Multispecies studies, via millennia-long traditions of Indigenous thought 
as well as recently developed EH felds such as new materialism, can bring 
back much-needed value and attentiveness to the “inanimate” material ecosys-
tems (soil, air, light, water, rocks) that host this immense diversity of 
interconnected life, as well as to the afective bonds that tie and tether us to 
ourselves, each other and the world around us. Indigenous words that do not 
translate easily into modern European languages (such as the Hawaiian word-Aina, which expresses the principle of land as a family relative, rather than as 
a resource) epistemically and afectively animate everything in an intricate web 
of relations and kin. Other such animating words with similar spirits include 
the Ma-ori kaitiakitanga, Navajo hózhó and Inuit ilitqusia, to name just a few. 
Each of these terms contains entire ecocultural systems of multispecies thought 
and practice. In his seminal and now classic work Native Science: Natural Laws 
of Interdependence, Gregory Cajete explains how “most Native languages do 
not have a specifc word for ‘animals.’ Rather, when animals are referred to, 
they are called by their specifc names. Te fact that there are no specifc 
generic words for animals underlines the extent to which animals were consid-
ered to interpenetrate with human life.”36 Revaluing, adapting and caring for 
such already existent place- and space-specifc (yet globally viable) Indigenous 
ecocultural concepts should become a key approach in multispecies studies. 
Contemporary environmental science is now catching up with these kinds of 
cosmologies through studies that show “unexpected collaborations and 
combinations”37 between “higher” beings and “inanimate” elements: for example, 
studies on mycorrhizal (fungal) networks deeply complicate our categorization 
of soil as dead or inanimate matter. Studies show that it is actually a very 
fragile and complex matrix of living and nonliving co-becoming kin, rather 
than simply an inert resource to be plundered for extraction. 

In sum, several millennia-old epistemologies already embody inclusive 
multispecies paradigms, contradicting dominant defnitions of what “life” is, 
and therefore how us humans should relate to other lifeforms. In contrast to 
these approaches, the very defnition of the human-ities refects the inherent 
anthropocentricity of dominant colonial-based cultural perspectives. Tis 
deeply limiting human-centered attitude in turn encroaches upon all other 
realms of normative knowledge traditions, such as the social sciences and the 
biological and physical sciences, causing all kinds of conceptual, imaginative 
and methodological limitations. As we shall see in Chapter 2, this attitude 
has historically led to a lot of bad or incomplete science, oppressive cultural 
practices and colonial relations. Anthropocentricity is also nothing less than 
the foundational epistemic, afective and cultural reason for Homo sapiens’ 
screwed-up relationship with each other and with the planet. Cultural theorists 
cannot continue to ignore how the many forms of cultural discrimination 
and bias between humans are predicated on an imaginative hierarchy between 
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humans and the “less-than-human.” Conversely, it is curious how entire 
structures of democratic protections and internationally negotiated laws are 
built upon meanings connected to fundamental “human rights.” 

Even when nonhumans are left out of words and defnitions, multispecies 
meaning-making of all kinds is constantly present under the skin of so many 
value-based choices that afect the fragile destinies of so many lives, human 
and non. Consider, for example, how perpetrators of violent aggressions may 
be called “animals,” or even how the victims of such violence may be char-
acterized as “dehumanized” individuals. Whether explicit or implicit, 
multispecies imaginations and human exceptionality via a human/nonhuman 
duality form a master discourse, a hidden governing principle that shapes and 
underpins most conventional societal behaviors and norms. Tese considera-
tions make it even more evident that a multispecies paradigm shift is urgently 
needed. Te deliberate failure (or suppression) of imagination that has caused 
us to classify life on a linear, hierarchical scale of “inferior-to-superior” must 
be somehow overcome, just as Piccinini’s Te Young Family forces or inspires 
us to recalibrate the value of nonhuman life. Hierarchical classifcations and 
categorizations of life consciously or unconsciously devalue and ignore both 
“inferiorized” human communities and other-than-human life via the nature/ 
culture divide. Economic, cultural and political policies continue to uphold 
anthropocentricity as a deeply cherished paradigm, but a multispecies paradigm 
shift would actually better protect and conserve the vibrant and vulnerable 
life (human and non) that continues to exist and thrive, despite the odds. 

What would a multispecies paradigm-shifted world look like in practice? 
I  imagine that it would generate even more sound science of all kinds by 
banishing some of the basic anthropocentric suppositions that ground our 
normative knowledge-creation systems. It would be a world in which consid-
ering multispecies perspectives (human and non) becomes habitual when 
seeking to understand and relate to cultural, social, economic, political, psychic 
and spiritual phenomena. It would be a place where we seek a truly biodiverse 
knowledge production and afective-emotional system along with our multi-
species companions. To be multispecies-oriented is to engage in epistemic 
humility—to accept that all forms of life have tremendously valuable knowl-
edges to contribute, if only we would be more attentive to them. It is to 
revalue older multispecies epistemologies that have been unconsciously 
repressed or actively suppressed. It is to know that none of this is a zero-sum 
game—that giving value to multispecies perspectives doesn’t mean side-
stepping grave human social problems, inequalities and injustice; it actually 
means bringing value back to our individual and communal lives and forging 
more integrated solutions that will have lasting impacts. In sum, a multispe-
cies paradigm would respond to our current profound and strategic failure of 
imagination to re-narrate our world in alternative ways that reinstate the 
importance of multispecies relationships. 

When the Channel Island Fox stared back at me, I  learnt yet again that 
nothing exists in seclusion. If this is true, then we are all connected by both 
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familiar and unexpected forms of kinship. Donna Haraway calls these joyful 
relational identities “oddkin”: 

Staying with the trouble means making oddkin; that is, we require 
each other in unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot 
compost piles. We become—with each other or not at all.38 

A multispecies paradigm shift in research contexts would involve developing 
disciplinary and methodological “oddkin”: bringing together the attitudes, 
strengths, blind spots and preconceptions of diferent disciplinary voices to 
contribute to the bigger picture of a “thick”—complex and fuid—multispecies 
reality. It is to foster voices (human and non) that have so much expertise 
but which have been historically devalued via identity-based stereotyping. 
Indigenous, farming, and working-class communities, scientists whose fndings 
reveal “inconvenient” truths, and many other individuals have been living 
these naturalcultural knowledges for millennia. Nonhuman life opens up 
unlimited possibilities to play imaginatively with similarities and diferences: 
for example, how can we creatively bend our normal experiences of time and 
space, based on other species’ greatly difering lifespans or sensory perceptions? 
Te approaches generated by my own oddkin (this book and its cojoined 
lab)—such as “multispecies thick-mapping” and “naturalcultural discourse 
analysis”—all work within an assemblage of old/new knowledges seeking a 
multispecies paradigm shift of this kind. Te hope is that this book will 
stimulate others to locate their own oddkin methods and pursue them, and 
for institutions and the public to fnd resonance with and support these kinds 
of research. 

Naturalcultural Discourse Analysis: Turkish Steps 
and Wi’ma Island Tick-Narratives 

Back on Wi’ma Island, students sought to take their own frst baby steps 
towards relating an abstract and theoretical multispecies paradigm shift to an 
actual place-specifc ecocultural system. Teir understandable hesitations and 
doubts at the start of the seminar stemmed from their training in anthropo-
centric humanities approaches to understanding and analyzing culture—as if 
“culture” existed in contented isolation from our local and planetary assem-
blages of life! However, while initially somewhat uncertain, they ended up 
being supportive and even excited about experimenting with these new kinds 
of approaches. As a group, we were also aware of the privilege we had in 
being able to access resources and time to engage in these explorations. We 
wanted to make the best of this opportunity. After the seminar ended, I real-
ized that another key ingredient in the students’ successful experience was 
the moments when they were not being “productive” through academic work 
per se, but cultivating bonds of kinship (friendship, moral support and encour-
agement) amongst themselves as a group of collaborators and co-explorers. 



18 Our Multispecies Futures

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Teir story provides me with hope, even though it is just one example of a 
multispecies paradigm shift in a small group of engaged and curious people. 
Could their experience be scaled up to entire communities and cultures? 

We woke up refreshed after our frst night at the Santa Rosa Island 
Research Station, managed by the dedicated staf of the California State 
University Channel Islands. Most stomachs now seemed calm after having 
experienced the oceanic tumult of the ferry ride on the previous day. I gathered 
my students together in the front porch of the station, before embarking on 
a walk to immerse ourselves in the multispecies reality of Wi’ma. My orienta-
tion talk for the day aimed to remind us of what scholars Tom van Dooren, 
Eben Kirksey and Ursula Münster call “cultivating the arts of attentiveness.”39 

I believe that this is a key requirement for practitioners of multispecies studies, 
within academia and beyond it. Anna Tsing also calls for the practicing of 
“passionate immersion” within the lives of both humans and nonhumans as 
a key methodological step towards multispecies studies research.40 Dooren et 
al. declare that such immersion can 

provide “thick” accounts of the distinctive experiential worlds, modes 
of being, and biocultural attachments of other species. Immersive 
ways of knowing and being with others involve careful attention to 
what matters to them—attention to how they craft shared lives and 
worlds […] In short, passionate immersion means becoming curious 
and so entangled, “learning to be afected” and so perhaps to under-
stand and care a little diferently.41 

Te challenge that I was posing to my students that morning, as we sought 
to experience Wi’ma Island a little diferently, was: could we develop modes 
of transdisciplinary and qualitative analysis of how cultural and identity politics 
impinge upon the destinies of individuals, regions, economies and the entire 
ecocultural system of the island? How would such a perspective add to our 
understanding of how cultural, natural and economic confgurations are mutu-
ally interdependent and co-becoming? What are the possible joyful, pragmatic 
and ethical implications of such a multispecies paradigm shift? Can we truly 
be humble enough to care for what matters to them? How can we admit to 
and openly experience being afected by the stories that are created and trans-
formed via knowledge creation? 

Since multispecies studies involves “passionate immersion,” it includes but 
also seeks to go beyond the analysis of texts that represent material lives and 
ecocultural systems. Such indirect approaches include analyses of abstract 
fabulation—“speculative fctions”—or study literary representations of lives 
via ecocritical approaches. To study multispecies “ecologies of selves” via an 
inclusive, hybrid, situated and decolonial set of tools, more attention and value 
also need to be placed on material and ontological entanglements with cultural 
discourse while analyzing natureculture.Tis “ontological turn” in EH indicates 
a fundamental shift from studying how we know nature to studying the 



 

 

 

   

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
         

 

 

 

19 IntroductIon 

nature being itself—what exists, what is alive and how we and multispecies 
entities relate to each other and the world. 

Stimulating and important work has been done in the feld of ecocritical 
studies in the past two decades, but a “material turn” is an essential comple-
ment to these approaches, paying attention to the ontological rather than just 
the epistemic. Tis and rather than or approach emphasizes the direct impact 
of the meanings generated by global biocultural and ecocultural discourses of 
race, migrant status, invasive-vs-native species, citizenship, natality, produc-
tivity, etc. upon actual lives, bodies and ecosystems. Indigenous studies 
continues to demonstrate how deeply implicated meaning-making is with 
material naturalcultural systems, and vice versa. Te methodological tools 
generated by the material turn (i.e., how meaning impinges on matter and 
vice versa), as expressed via Indigenous materialisms and newer traditions in 
EH scholarship such as new materialism, actor-network theory,object-oriented 
ontologies and speculative realism, have begun to chip away at the immensely 
destructive yet immensely durable separation between nature and culture in 
normative academic and cultural thought. 

To carry forward these traditions of questioning the meaning/matter duality 
and work towards a concrete method of analysis, I intentionally began using 
the term ecocultural system rather than “landscape” or “ecosystem” or “ecology.” 
Terminology infuences methodology. Te word “landscape” conceptualizes 
natural spaces as mere inert backdrops for human actions and considerations— 
a non-living matrix of mostly static materials that can be molded to serve 
our needs and fancies. “Ecosystem” provides a less anthropocentric concep-
tualization of places and spaces, but it leaves out consideration of how cultural 
systems entangle with and shape the material and biological destinies of these 
ecosystems. “Ecology” is now often used in EH and has also crept into wider 
cultural studies scholarship, but in a slightly confusing and non-specifc way, 
often metaphorically representing interconnections within complex human-
centric cultural systems and processes rather than actual ecological or 
ecocultural relationships (Black ecologies, migrant ecologies, ecologies of 
kindness, etc.). 

Naturalcultural discourse analysis is the tangible result of these various ecocul-
tural and multispecies explorations. It is the name I give to a research process 
that observes, investigates and narrates intra-active epistemic, ontological, 

By choosing to name the important spaces of Wi’ma Island as what they 
are—ecocultural systems—I intend to turn attention and attentiveness to the 
many interconnected animate beings, inanimate materials and cultural frame-
works that actively intra-act 42 rather than simply interact, and co-become 
with each other. The implications of studying places and spaces ecoculturally 
with a multispecies paradigm shift—rather than considering them from 
separate ecological and cultural perspectives—are profound, for the realms of 
both ecological conservation and human rights, in terms of social and ecolog-
ical care, sustainability and liberation. 
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material and afective relationships between naturalcultural agents in any given 
ecocultural system. It is a key method used throughout the rest of this book 
to illustrate various co-becomings of natural+cultural realities. Because the 
Multispecies Futures Lab-developed “multispecies thick-maps” are useful to 
easily visualize and comprehend this method, I  will utilize here the second 
prototype of a multispecies thick-map, “Te Ecocultures of the Scala dei 
Turchi,” to introduce the workings of naturalcultural discourse analysis. I will 
describe multispecies thick-mapping in further detail with the help of the 
frst prototype in Chapter 6. 

Te Scala dei Turchi digital multispecies thick-map illustrates the desirability 
and advantages of naturalcultural discourse analysis.43 Born thanks to a seren-
dipitous and fruitful collaboration with Professor Teresa Fiore (Inserra Chair 
in Italian Studies at Montclair State University, New Jersey), it came into 
being not long after I had completed research for my frst prototype of such 
a map within the lab.44 Tat frst map (of the Agro Pontino region in Central 
Italy discussed in detail in Chapter 6) was initially built in analog form, 
whereas the second map went “straight to digital” and is available online as 
a public resource. As its name suggests, the mapped space is centered around 
the Scala dei Turchi (Turkish Stairs or Steps), a magnifcent pearly white rocky 
geological outcrop located on the shores of the Agrigento province in Sicily— 
the largest island in the Mediterranean Sea. Figure  0.3 illustrates the 
spectacular outcrop with a rusted sign in the foreground that culturally marks 
this natural space simultaneously as a location of touristic value and also a 
piece of “Everyone’s Heritage” (“Patrimonio di tutti”). Te Scala was proposed 
as a location for mapping by Professor Fiore precisely because it illustrates 
the complex interplay of nature and culture, marine and terrestrial life, both 
human and non, on vastly diferent timescales. We aimed to produce a 

Figure 0.3 The brilliant white and layered “Turkish Steps” cliffs with their rusty sign. 
(Vetri Nathan)



 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

  
 

 
 

   

 

 

  
 

  

21 IntroductIon 

public-facing resource that could narrate how the terrestrial and marine lives 
and physical features of this space function as active biocultural intra-acting 
agents. Te map highlights multispecies intra-activity, representing the liveli-
ness of this ecocultural system via naturalcultural discourse analysis. To do 
so, the project necessarily and gladly gathered a collaborative group of experts 
(academic and non) from disparate disciplines, including geology, urban plan-
ning, tourism, ethnobotany, marine biology, literature and the culinary arts.45 

Te resulting multispecies thick-map demonstrates the underlying epis-
temic innovation of naturalcultural discourse analysis. What do I  mean by 
this new term and method? Cultural discourse analysis is a method for studying 
how communication creates meaning within specifc cultural contexts. It views 
media texts as a social practice of meaning-making that is deeply tethered to 
a community’s shared beliefs, values, and norms (discourse). By analyzing how 
people communicate through language and media, it reveals how culture 
shapes behavior and interactions and how those interactions in turn shape, 
maintain and change culture. Naturalcultural discourse analysis takes cultural 
discourse analysis a step further. It shatters the nature/culture divide that 
jealously imagines cultural relationships to be exclusive to Homo sapiens 
communities. By doing this, it shows how meaning impinges on material and 
natural ontologies, and conversely, how in turn natural and ecological systems 
shape and infuence meaning-making. 

A scrutiny of these co-constitutive layers of meaning, material, fesh, 
genetics, trophic relations and afects is an important component of natural-
cultural discourse analysis. However, I do not limit naturalcultural discourse 
analysis to investigations of meaning-matter co-constitution (in EH parlance, 
the “material-semiotic”), because my objective is to usefully and decisively 
transgress the stubborn human/nonhuman, culture/nature and animate/ 
inanimate dualities. It is time to collapse of that age-old distinction between 
epistemology and ontology. I  do so by redefning the term “discourse” in 
naturalcultural contexts to mean a biocultural and biodiverse system of shared 
material/ontological/ecological and epistemic/discursive/cultural processes and 
relationships within any given ecocultural community. I deploy this transgres-
sion experimentally with the intention of subverting the dominance of culture 
and to place it on an equal footing with the material, the ontological and the 
multispecies. Cultural discourse analysis presumes that any given cultural 
context possesses basic discursive parameters that have a constitutive power 
to shape interactions and behavior within that culture (for example, discourses 
that frame nature as a “resource to be exploited” lead to an embodied reality 
of extraction and consumption). Ecological analysis focuses on understanding 
species interactions and the reliable webs of mutualism that form the basis 
of stable communities in any given ecosystem.Naturalcultural discourse analysis 
presumes that not only human language and culture but also ontologies and 
lived ecological relationships between all multispecies agents possess basic param-
eters and equilibria in any given ecocultural system, and that these parameters 
co-constitute the system itself. Naturalcultural discourse analysis suggests that 
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not only human epistemologies, but ways of being, living, relating and feeling 
via naturalcultural intra-action, co-becoming, feedback loops and trophic 
cascading efects have profound constitutive power to shape the coherence, 
behavior and destinies of lives, bodies and ecocultural systems. 

A naturalcultural discourse analysis examines and reveals these fairly 
consistent patterns of relationality, interdependence and co-becomings 
between meaning and matter, between matter and matter and between matter 
and living bodies. “Stable” ecocultural systems usually have some level of 
established equilibria—reliable naturalcultural discursive parameters can be 
read, analyzed and narrated. In addition to reading these bonds of relationality, 
a naturalcultural discourse analysis also maps changes and transformations in 
all these relationships when they modulate or are disrupted or changed. Tese 
changes can be gradual, subtle and hidden, or obvious, dramatic and even 
catastrophic. Whatever their scale and velocity, these changes cause cascading 
efects throughout the ecocultural system. Naturalcultural discourse analysis 
can carefully investigate and map such shifts in ecocultural equilibria over 
time through the ever-expanding web of cascading relationships. 

Enacting this kind of holistic research via a multispecies paradigm shift 
gives back value to practices of being, feeling and doing in addition to cultural 
meaning-making. As scholars such as Ron Broglio have discussed, creative 
investigations into multispecies perspectives through art, literature, music and 
other multi-sensorial imaginings are useful pathways to including multispecies 
perspectives.46 By redefning discourse and rescuing it from the exclusive 
dominion of human culture, I  propose naturalcultural discourse analysis as 
another and more radical integrative epistemic pathway to restoring visibility 
and value to the existing agency present within all entities, human and non. 

Engaging in these kinds of analysis, visualization and narration reveals 
both the vibrancy and the vulnerability of complex ecocultural systems. 
Multispecies communities co-create, co-maintain or co-transform interde-
pendent destinies, in benefcial and/or damaging ways. Naturalcultural 
discourse analysis as a method brings back attentiveness to the material, the 
ontological, the afective and the cultural and puts them in conversation with 
each other. Redefning discourse as shared material/ontological/ecological and 
epistemic/discursive/cultural processes and relationships in a given ecocultural 
system, usefully addresses what scholars have explored as a central obstacle 
faced by researchers of agency and culture: “even if we want to, how do we 
understand and/or represent what the non-humans feel?”47 

Naturalcultural discourse analysis itself works both scientifcally and 
imaginatively—but always in ways that deeply tether analysis to ecocultural 
realities and relationships within actual ecocultural systems. Tis approach 
thus fnds a promising pathway beyond the anthropocentric question of “can 
the nonhuman subaltern speak?” and the implied “nature/culture” duality that 
undergirds this question, in order to explore deeply afecting multispecies 
entanglements within our immediate communities and throughout our planet. 
It provides new value to the “silence” of nonhuman lives—silence that is so 



 
 

 

 

 

 
 

23 IntroductIon 

often imposed and then used as foundational evidence upon which the entire 
structure of human exceptionalism is built. Naturalcultural discourse analysis 
demonstrates how nonhuman silence as interpreted within a deeply anthro-
pocentric paradigm is simply an excuse for indulging in deeply self-serving 
Anthropocene delusions. A multispecies paradigm shift via naturalcultural 
discourse analysis reinterprets these silences not as an absence or empty space 
to be flled by de-situated knowledge, but as a formidable tethered presence and 
conduit and bridge to valuing marvelous forms of agency, vibrancy and vulner-
ability. By bringing back equal value to ontological and ecological activity and 
relationships within culture, naturalcultural discourse analysis reformats 
normative anthropocentric interpretations of multispecies “silence.” Conversely, 
this interpretation also gives multispecies beings (humans and non) a “right 
to opacity,” as Edouard Glissant calls it–i.e. the right to be respected without 
the need to be fully understood, categorized or possessed by others.48 

Te question of material agency is and has been a key concern of new 
materialist thought. As Serenella Iovino and Serpil Opperman explain: 

Teir main claim is that discourses about the living world, though 
necessary, are per se insufcient, if separated from their broader mate-
rial substratum of inanimate substances and apersonal agencies. […] 
Agency assumes many forms, all of which are characterized by an 
important feature: they are material, and the meanings they produce 
infuence in various ways the existence of both human and nonhuman 
natures. Agency, therefore, is not to be necessarily and exclusively 
associated with human beings and human intentionality, but it is a 
pervasive and inbuilt property of matter, as part and parcel of its 
generative dynamism. From this dynamism, reality emerges as an 
intertwined fux of material and discursive forces, rather than as a 
complex of hierarchically organized individual players.49 

While new materialist concepts are very useful for my work in multispecies 
studies, I would like to keep on reiterating that attentiveness to all forms of 
agency, human and non, as visualized by naturalcultural discourse analysis is 
not “new” thought—new materialist thought is but a new iteration of foun-
dational cosmologies that have formed the basis of Indigenous science for 
millennia. Also, its originality actually stops short of the profoundly innovative 
way in which Indigenous thought supersedes the stubborn living/nonliving 
divide that still underpins much new materialist theory. For example, we have 
already seen how Leroy Little Bear’s formulation of all things being “more 
or less animate” brilliantly vanquishes the stubborn conceptual divide between 
“living fesh” and “matter,” thus opening up the world to caring a little difer-
ently for both animate and inanimate naturalcultural protagonists. A rock, a 
river, a mountain, or a bird or beast may be ascribed agency via such an 
Aboriginal worldview, because these entities are intimately related to other 
living agents. Co-constitutive kinship relations are the key basis for ascribing 
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agency in such a caring epistemic choice. With these important yet strategi-
cally repressed histories always in mind, the Scala dei Turchi prototype 
multispecies thick-map employs naturalcultural discourse analysis without 
ever forgetting that my method draws equally from my own postcolonial and 
subaltern origins, from my resulting ambivalent positionality within Western 
academia, from often-ignored, ridiculed or demonized Indigenous material-
isms and cosmologies and from current research trends in EH and new 
materialism. 

Naturalcultural discourse analysis adapts innovative approaches  and 
concepts in multispecies studies into a proper method in order to analyze 
naturalcultural realities. Multispecies thick-mapping turns this method into 
a concrete visualization product. Indeed, the Scala dei Turchi multispecies map 
deliberately frustrates the normative separation of natural and cultural agential 
players by mixing these two aspects of this ecoculturally complex location. 
Figure  0.4 shows a screenshot of the overview image of the resulting map, 
showing its twelve “layers” tethered by twelve pins on  the map. Each pin 
features an investigation and story that intra-acts with the other pins as the 
website visitor scrolls between pins, causing echoes and reverberations between 
scrambled biological, geological, archeological, economic and cultural chroni-
cles. Each “pin” on the ArcGIS-based map becomes a kind of portal into a 
unique perspective on multispecies relationships that are deliberately read not 
in their own isolation, but in juxtaposition to other adjacent stories. Pin 2 
(Te Scala in a Few Words…: Stories in Legends and Literature) narrates legends 
about the origins of the clifs’ name to embed this geological feature within 
a deep cultural web of meanings, identities and discourses. Pin  3 (Te 

Figure 0.4 Overview of the “Ecocultures of the Scala dei Turchi 
Multispecies Tick-Map.” (Vetri Nathan and Teresa Fiore) 
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Mediterranean’s “Coral Reef ”:Te Story of Posidonia) describes how the immense 
outcrop and the surrounding sand dune communities are protected from the 
sea’s immense forces by the seagrass Posidonia oceanica. Tis endemic seagrass 
community is, in turn, given a stable footing in the bedrock by a diminutive 
but mighty date mussel (Lithophaga lithophaga) that bores into the rocky strata 
to provide a frm footing for Posidonia roots. Te introductory frame of the 
project demonstrates how a naturalcultural discourse analysis of the Scala 
reveals the process of “co-becoming,” as the clifs co-become with the 
Posidonia, which in turn co-becomes with the date mussel: 

One curious pattern you will notice emerging in all these stories is 
that they showcase examples of ecological and cultural co-becoming. 
[…] Tis concept explains how we do not exist in isolation from our 
surroundings, nor do we simply interact, but become who we are through 
relationships, for example: the Posidonia seagrass’s wellbeing shows 
deep connections to a mollusc, the area’s sand dunes are born and 
sustained in their infancy thanks to a plant (Cakile marittimo), the 
step-like formations of the Scala are a result of Sun/Earth cycles, and 
the Roman Villa’s mosaics are related to the local Sulphur economy.50 

Te strategic juxtaposition and layering of stories of this single Sicilian loca-
tion illustrates naturalcultural sympoiesis by visualizing naturalcultural discourse 
analysis to a broad audience. Sympoiesis (from the Greek roots “sym,” signi-
fying together, and “poesis,” making or creation) means “making-with” and 
describes the collective process of creating complex systems together—in this 
case, the way in which natural and cultural systems are co-becoming, in 
mutually benefcial or damaging ways. It is a concept popularized by Donna 
Haraway that emphasizes interdependence and co-creation among diferent 
entities, as opposed to “autopoiesis,” or self-making.  Sympoiesis highlights 
how various organisms, objects and systems interact to form new, emergent 
wholes. Naturalcultural discourse analysis works to tease out these active and 
formative relationships between natural and cultural agents. A sympoietically 
layered assemblage of stories in this thick-map illustrates seagrass “reefs” 
growing underwater near the beaches, the many species of plants that make 
up the macchia mediterranea ecosystem still surviving in patches, the birth of 
baby sand dunes, migrants crossings the Mediterranean, fsh and crustacean 
species that end up on the dinner table, a World War II bunker, as well as 
literary, cinematic and mediatic representations of the clifs. In pins 4 and 6, 
Professor Fiore (with research assistant Giacomo Frazzetta) analyzes how the 
clifs have been a setting for the creation of divergent mediatic stories of 
Sicily, but also used as a deterritorialized backdrop that represses any geograph-
ical and cultural specifcity for proft. Pin 11 challenges our human 
lifetime- oriented scales to discuss sulphur-mining operations since ancient 
Roman times. Pins 5 and 7 then travel to even more distant geological periods 
spanning millennia, thus giving visitors a palpable feeling of experiencing 
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“thick time.”51 An experience of multispecies thick-time can generate so much 
wonder and humility simultaneously: for example, pin 4 in the Scala map 
narrates the Messinian Salinity Crisis of the Miocene epoch. In the Miocene, 
5.5 million years ago, the Straits of Gibraltar closed shut, causing the 
Mediterranean to dry up almost completely. Te map then connects that 
seemingly distant reality to the contemporary economic activity of the 
ITALKALI salt mine, one of the largest in Europe and an important source 
of revenue. 

In addition to thick time, naturalcultural analysis further employs epistemic 
humility via a multispecies paradigm by engaging in multiscalar perspectives, 
zooming from sizes that range across a few microns to distances that span 
light-years. For example, pin 6 (Te Golden Spike: A Dance of the Earth and 
Sun) broadens the vision of an already immense geological monument to a 
phenomenon of an almost unfathomable scale. Tis pin explains to site visi-
tors how the very complex relationship, lasting almost 20,000 years, between 
our planet and the Sun, ultimately resulted in the iconic regular layering of 
plankton (Foraminifera) material that the Scala is so famous for today.52 

By dramatically superimposing and making visible these naturalcultural 
entanglements in a multiscalar and thick-time context, this second multispe-
cies thick-map prototype provides a startling example of multispecies 
co-becoming to students, scholars, local communities and tourists alike. It is 
important to note that a well-executed multispecies thick-map does not simply 
become a site of aggregation of diferent perspectives and knowledges 
(although that in itself is desirable), but through careful superimposition, 
analysis and storytelling, it turns this knowledge into something new. By 
evidencing and narrating relationality between oddkin natural+cultural agents, 
it disorients and glitches normative anthropocentric fantasies and delusions 
of living in insulated isolation. Te hope is that, in some small way, this kind 
of storytelling and visualization of naturalcultural co-becomings may contribute 
towards better care and protection of this precious ecocultural space for future 
generations. 

Naturalcultural discourse analysis such as that visualized in the Scala map 
only works well when researchers sincerely engage in epistemic humility, via 
both rigorous interdisciplinarity and the inclusion of non-anthropocentric 
ontologies and epistemologies. Te researcher’s ethical attentiveness towards 
and passionate immersion within the material, ontological and cultural reali-
ties of all agential elements in a given ecocultural system allows them to 
observe, and then communicate to others, the deeply complex relationships 
of intra-action and co-becoming. To do this is to humbly understand how 
healthy ecocultural systems are what Cajete calls “natural democracies”53 in 
action: these include direct and indirect ecological relationships, as well as 
cascading trophic efects between several seemingly isolated or fxed agents, 
all resulting in complex and fuid intra-active situations and relationships. 

Te work, then, of a naturalcultural analyst involves deep commitment 
to training in new ways of looking and listening, but it is also wonderfully 
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liberating: humanists can allow themselves to observe, understand and 
incorporate biological and ecological relationships within their research, 
while ecologists and other scientists can allow themselves to show their love 
and positionality in more subjective and personal ways. All naturalcultural 
analysts, including myself, would then also do well to remember their 
responsibility to pass on this knowledge to their communities via impactful 
communication. 

To further introduce this “odd” method of naturalcultural discourse analysis, 
let’s travel from the Mediterranean Sea back to Wi’ma Island in the Pacifc. 
When our intrepid graduate seminar group had left the sheltered jetty of 
Ventura Harbor on our ferry to Wi’ma, we were immediately met by some 
curious dolphins leaping out of the massive waves to side-eye us and then 
disappear as quickly as they appeared, like sleek and marvelous muscular grey 
ghosts. Did we dream them up or were they actually there? Tey seemed to 
ferry us towards an afective and epistemic sea-change and, indeed, towards 
a diferent paradigm. Te bumpy and almost four-hour traverse from Ventura 
Harbor to Santa Rosa Island truly gave us an experiential understanding of 
how the Islands’ ecocultural system was and is frstly defned by both connec-
tion to and isolation from the mainland. Many of the ferry’s passengers, 
including some in our group, felt the ocean’s power in our guts, so much so 
that some lined up by the edge of the boat to heave up their breakfasts. We 
passed an abandoned oil rig, now overtaken under the water by a thriving 
ecosystem of marine life.54 We then said hello to Anyapax (Anacapa) Island, 
a razor-thin line of towering clifs that looked like the broken teeth of a 
drowned giant jutting out of the ocean. Despite the distraction of sea-sickness 
for many, it was amazing to consider that until the end of the last Ice Age, 
Wi’ma was actually connected to all the other three Northern Channel Islands 
(San Miguel, Santa Cruz and Anacapa) to form one giant island: Santa Rosae. 
Much of what was under our boat today was dry land in another era. At that 
moment in planetary history, when massive ice caps meant that sea levels 
were much lower, only one narrow but deep undersea canyon separated Wi’ma 
from the California mainland. Tis separation was slender enough to allow 
animals such as the massive Columbian Mammoth to swim across around 
250–150,000 years ago, eventually evolving into a miniaturized island version 
that stood only about fve feet up to its shoulder, around 17% of the size of 
its gargantuan ancestor. 

Te Channel Islands Pygmy Mammoth’s story is just one of many multi-
species examples of intra-active co-becoming wrought by the very complex 
ocean and land connections (and disconnections) created by changing sea 
levels over millions of years. Te frolicking dolphins that guided us and one 
grey whale’s lingering “tail salute” reminded this humanimal researcher to 
shed his terracentric (land-based) habits, perspectives and prejudices and 
consider what lies beneath the ocean’s surface. Unlike many islands lying of 
continental shelves, the Channel Islands are divided from the mainland by 
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very steep changes in elevation above and below sea level, due to the mega 
jamming-together of the Pacifc and  North American tectonic plates. Te 
archipelago is also divided from  and connected to the mainland by two 
immense oceanic currents. Indeed, as you can see in Fig. 0.5, Wi’ma fnds 
itself in a unique “transition zone” of around a hundred kilometers where two 
major Pacifc underwater “rivers” meet and mingle, causing an explosion of 
biodiversity unique to the Pacifc coast of North America. Te cold, low-
salinity and high-oxygen water of the California Current bathes the islands 
further away from the coast, Tuqan (San Miguel) and Wi’ma, travelling all 
the way from British Columbia to Baja California. Prevailing winds from 
the northwest on the West Coast of North America play an intra-active role 
in this planetary dance of forces: the winds cause Ekman Spirals—an upwelling 
phenomenon caused by the rotation of the Earth that causes the Coriolis 
efect. Te winds parallel to the coast push water away, with deeper water 
having to rise to take its place.55 Ekman spirals cause the deep, cold, nutrient-
rich water of the California Current to rise closer to the surface, providing 
abundant nutrients to the whole ecocultural system of the West Coast, 
including Wi’ma and Tuqan. Common California Current (cold-water) species 
found of Wi’ma include Black Rockfsh, Sunfower Sea Stars and Red 
Abalone.56 Without the winds, there would be no nutrient-rich upwelling 

Figure 0.5 Ocean currents around Channel Islands National Park, including the 
California Current bringing cold water in from the north, and the Southern California 

Counter-current bringing warm water up from the south.  
(https://www.nps.gov/chis/learn/nature/currents-upwelling.htm)

https://www.nps.gov/chis/learn/nature/currents-upwelling.htm
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and none of the abundant life that it supports. With this sense of newly 
found attentiveness to the intricacies of the oceanic movements at Wi’ma, 
I  felt that all life supported by the Channel Island ecocultural system could 
ultimately be understood via naturalcultural discourse to be the ofspring of 
many diferent scales of intra-action: from “small” changes in undersea topog-
raphy up to the very rotation of the planet and the energy exchanges fueled 
by unequal heating by the Sun at the equator versus the poles. Relating to 
these mind-boggling multiscalar relationships in an embodied way made me 
feel small, yet made my heart feel so large. 

Wi’ma is special, in that it is bathed not only by the California Current 
at its shores but also by the warm-water Southern California Counter-
Current, which eddies in this specifc location on its way up the coast from 
Baja California.Te eddy is provoked by the blocking position of the Channel 
Islands, which causes a marine trafc jam of epic proportions that would be 
the envy of any Los Angeles freeway. Te result of this blocking is that the 
Counter-Current is forced to rise to the surface in the California Bight and 
mix with the cold California Current approaching from the north.Te milder 
waters around Wi’ma support warmer-water species, such as the ostenta-
tiously orange Garibaldi fsh, the California Spiny Lobster and the California 
Moray Eel. 

Te nutrient-rich Goldilocks-worthy soup produced by these mixing waters 
has also enabled the ocean’s true “rainforests,” the Giant Kelp forests, to thrive 
in the region. Giant Kelp (Macrocystis pyrifera) are a spectacular species that 
look like gigantic seaweed but are actually stramenopiles or heterokonts— 
multicellular eukaryotic protists that are neither plant nor animal nor fungus. 
Protists are abundant yet relatively poorly understood. Along with fungi, their 
in-between classifcation (not unlike the members of Piccinini’s young family) 
connects them to both plant and animal kingdom characteristics. Immense 
kelp strands up to forty-fve meters in length can grow in dense forests. 
Swaying gently in the currents of Wi’ma, these forests generously provide 
food, shelter and community to host an immense chain of kelp-kin: from 
Halfmoon, Blacksmith, Pacifc Sardine, Kelp Bass and California Sheephead 
to Sheep Crab, Warty Sea Cucumber and—until it was hunted to extinction 
in this area for its fur—the utterly charming California Sea Otter. In addition, 
chains of cascading connections supported by these Kelp-inhabitants nourish 
passing species such as Yellowtail, Barracuda, and Bonito as well as marine 
mammals like California Sea Lions and Harbor Seals.57 Cascading relation-
ships of care abound everywhere. For example, the productive broth of the 
Channel Islands’ mixing waters sustain phytoplankton, which in turn nurture 
krill, that in turn attract massive cetaceans—Grey Whales, Humpback and 
Right Whales, and the world’s largest animal, the Blue Whale—to come and 
stay for a while and enjoy the bufet. 

Te natural fully merges with the cultural. Even the island’s Chumash 
name is born from a cascading efect originating in oceanic fows: “Wi’ma” 
means redwood or driftwood, and in the past, the California Current would 
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transport immense logs of Coast Redwood trees (Sequoia sempervirens) from 
Northern and Central California. Tanks to the eddy around the California 
Bight, they would arrive at Wi’ma Island’s shores as driftwood, saltwater-
seasoned and ready for use by the Chumash to make their canoes, or tomol, 
“one of the greatest technological achievements of any North American Indian 
people” (Fig. 0.6 illustrates another similarly advanced watercraft built by the 
Northwest Coast Indigenous community). A summary of the step-by-step 
instructions to make these complex works of “artisanal intelligence”58 shows 
the centrality of naturalcultural intra-action in the making of a complex 
oceanic and archipelagic culture: 

Canoe makers selected only the best logs, which were straight grained, 
strong and free from knots. Using bone wedges and hammerstones 
they split planks from these logs and ftted them together edge-to-
edge.Tis process involved some bending of steamed boards and some 
shaping with stone, bone and shell tools. Te canoe makers glued 
each course of planks in place with a mixture of tar and pine pitch 
[…] Next they drilled holes near the edges of the planks and lashed 
them together with plant-fber string. Tey built the canoe slowly, 
one row at a time. Finally they caulked the seams with tule pith and 
tar-and-pine pitch mixture. Tey painted the canoe with a mixture 
of red ochre and pine pitch as sealant. […] canoe paddle blades were 
also made of redwood, attached to a shaft of ironwood (Lyonothamnus).59 

Figure 0.6 A dugout canoe from the Pacifc Northwest. 
(Wikimedia Commons) 
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Figure 0.7 Chumash rock art made with red ochre and charcoal, 
Alaxuluxen, or the Chumash Painted Cave State Park. 

(Carol M. Highsmith) 

Redwood transported and cured by the ocean formed the frst intra-active 
multispecies piece in the puzzle of making one of these amazing watercrafts. 
Even this abbreviated version of the tomol-making process allows us to count 
no less than fve or six other species of life directly involved in the creation 
of a tomol, like the inner soft core of the tule stem, the North American 
Bullrush (genus Schoenoplectus), used for caulking tomols but also for weaving 
and other uses. Natural tar from pits is itself an intra-active “thick-time” 
product made of the dead bodies of millions of creatures that lived eons ago, 
decayed by bacteria and pressed by massive geological forces to be transformed 
into the thick ooze that still seeps out of the ground naturally, most famously 
perhaps at the La Brea Tar Pits in downtown Los Angeles. We also have 
Ironwood, a genus of trees in the Rose family that contains one species, the 
Catalina Ironwood, endemic to the Channel Islands. Red Ochre, also called 
bloodstone or hematite, is a reddish-brown mineral pigment also used to 
create some of the fascinating art in locations such as Alaxuluxen, or the 
Chumash Painted Cave State Park (Fig. 0.7).Tese spectacular naturalcultural 
artworks may variously represent tomols, or “canoes taking the souls of the 
dead to  Shimilaqsha, the after world,” or “celestial beings, such as the sun, 
moon, and the stars and were painted during ceremonies in order to maintain 
balance in the celestial world.”60 Te beauty and complexity of the tomol and 
the painted rock art in Alaxuluxen shows how, before the arrival of European 
settlers, the Chumash and their ancestors had led far more sustainable 
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coexistent lives on the island for millennia, caring for and making kin with 
their multispecies and multi-kind companions. Narrating the tomol via natu-
ralcultural discourse analysis opens up this watercraft to a new vision: that 
of an immense community of multispecies knowledge, respect, kinship and 
care. 

Ecologists are increasingly undertaking studies that show how profoundly 
constitutive indirect efects, like the ones we observed in Wi’ma Island, can 
be. For example, researchers at the Institute of Organismic and Molecular 
Evolution at Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz have proved that species 
can infuence one another via a chain of environmental efects in ways that 
are powerful enough to permanently alter a species’ genetic makeup.61 Tese 
scientifc studies demonstrate something that Indigenous peoples (for 
millennia) and EH scholars such as Karen Barad (for some years now) have 
been exploring: that ecological and naturalcultural relationships are intricate, 
complex, sometimes expected, sometimes unexpected, but always deeply situ-
ated, embodied and full of all kinds of intra-action via many indirect and 
direct efects such as cascading consequences and positive or negative feedback 
loops. Te methods developed in the Multispecies Futures Lab make visible 
these deep indirect efects. 

Another example of cascading ecological looping and webbing relationships 
on Wi’ma is its unexpected “cloud forests.” Upwelling and the cold tempera-
tures of the ocean surface along the Pacifc coast of California form a distinct 
marine layer of fog, so well-known and felt during San Francisco’s chilly 
summers. Before the arrival of European settlers, this marine layer used to 
support a unique cloud forest on the very tops of Wi’ma and Santa Cruz 
Islands. Te trees of these forests act as sieves that harvest heavy marine layer 
fog, allowing it to drip to the ground as rain, which in turn nurtures chaparral 
shrubs at the base of these trees. Te favor is returned by the chaparral plants, 
which help create a “deep, moist, and shady leaf litter bed so that acorns and 
other seeds can sprout and grow. It is the chaparral plants that form the 
backbone of this relationship, by allowing bigger trees to establish themselves, 
helping those trees to reproduce and spread, and protecting those trees from 
eroding soil.”62 

Many of the Channel Islands’ complex terrestrial ecosystemic intra-active 
and co-becoming relationships, including the cloud forests, were devastated 
by the arrival of European, Mexican and American settlers, who introduced 
non-native grazing animals such as sheep, feral pigs, cattle, elk, deer and 
horses. “Culture” and “nature” were shown to be not all that separate after all. 
Unfortunately, the cloud forests are not recovering from this apocalypse, as 
the delicate chain of multispecies life that supports and cares for the bigger 
trees has been disrupted, perhaps permanently. 

Another fascinating story-layer in our naturalcultural discourse analysis of 
Wi’ma Island connects pre-colonial and even prehistoric humans to the other 
layers of multispecies co-becomings of Wi’ma: the discovery of the “Arlington 
Man” or the “Arlington Springs Man.” Bones were discovered in 1959 by 
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Phil C. Orr, curator of anthropology and paleontology at the Santa Barbara 
Museum of Natural History (I could not help but note the cultural and 
scientifc implications of the curious mix in Orr’s two job titles). Te two 
femur bones were found thirty-seven feet below the current land surface, 
within sediment layers dating to the Pleistocene. Even without the technology 
of carbon-dating, Orr recognized the potential signifcance of fnding human 
remains at that depth and brought them to the Museum of Natural History 
for long-term storage.63 In 1987, a team under the supervision of John R. 
Johnson, successor to Orr, made an astounding discovery with the develop-
ment of resin fltration methods to date bone collagenous protein—the bones 
were 13,000 years old! Tis meant that they were the oldest reliably dated 
human remains in North America, a fnding of great ecocultural and even 
political signifcance. 

Arlington Springs Man’s presence potentially debunks the land-based 
theories of the arrival of humans in North America during the last Ice Age 
via the Aleutian land-bridge between Eurasia and North America. With 
Arlington Springs Man, Wi’ma glitched a land-based migration paradigm 
with an oceanic one. Tis also presented possible complications to some 
contemporary Native American perspectives of being descendants of the very 
frst peoples to arrive in North America. Indeed, a Los Angeles Times report 
states that “many Native American groups strongly object to the theory that 
others got here frst. In some cases, including one major one in the Northwest, 
tribes have successfully invoked the 1990 Native American Graves Protection 
and Repatriation Act to force researchers to return old skeletons for reburial 
before they can be tested.”64 Discursive elements gleaned from my own 
symptomatic readings65 of media articles reporting the discovery of Arlington 
Springs Man’s remains contain many of these biocultural tensions, including 
descriptions of the man as a representative of the frst “conquest” of North 
America and obsessive questions about its racial makeup. 

Another curious strand in the story of Arlington Springs Man’s ecocultural 
meaning-making is that, for a span of about thirteen years, the Arlington 
Springs Man was thought to be a woman. Around 1993, visual study of the 
bones determined that they were probably those of a woman, and the name 
was changed to Arlington Woman, or Arlington Springs Woman. Talk show 
host Jay Leno joked about this gender change, saying something like “Here’s 
another woman lying about her age—she said she wasn’t a day over 10,000 
years.”66 In 2006, this assessment was reversed yet again by the anthropologist 
who had initially provided the female designation. He had assigned a female 
identity when another researcher studied one of the femur bones and thought 
it was too large, “in a masculine kind of way.”67 Innuendoes about bone size 
and masculinity apart, the indeterminate gender story of the Wi’ma thigh 
bones is another element that reveals the many epistemic, discursive and 
afective ways in which naturalcultural realities are merged, interpreted and 
narrated. Te many questions of whether the “very frst” human remains in 
all of North America were connected directly to questions of biocultural 
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import (such as what lineage relationships existed to present-day Native 
communities, whether these remains were male or female, or what “race” they 
were), became questions of wider biocultural and ecocultural signifcance. Te 
fascination with the remains gained valences of many kinds because they 
narrated a primal origin story. As Frantz Fanon would say, the “seen” (the 
bones, being the frst text) created the “scene” (the various stories the bones 
generate being the second text). Te story’s value stemmed from a keen 
interest in exploring difering biocultural discourses of kinship across time; 
depending on who you asked, the Arlington Man/Woman was a symbol that 
represented and provided material “proof ” of the earliest conquest, innovation, 
race relations, gender roles or Indigenous presence. Tese difering discursive 
needs refected contemporary attitudes and concerns, leading the bones to be 
narrated in diferent ways for their meaning to be “fxed” strategically within 
the ecocultural history of the United States and the continent of North 
America. 

In her infuential work examining the intersections of culture and geology, 
Kathryn Yusof argues that the very language and practice of geology grew 
within a general colonial-cultural imagination of Black and Indigenous lives 
as the inferior Other: “Trough the emplacement of Blackness in paleonto-
logical orders, Black and indigenous subjectivity is consigned to deep time68 

rather than the political present. Geography is stolen through temporal 
displacement.”69 Te Arlington Man/Woman’s storymaking and storytelling 
case shows how rich the naturalcultural study of the “thick” co-becomings 
can be and how matter (fesh, bones, cartilage, genetics) can become a mediatic 
text which is then interpreted and negotiated via discursive, afective means— 
in this case, the formation of biocultural explorations around gender, but with 
an accompanying fascination with constructions of racial identity. Via this 
story, naturalcultural knowledge creation (and from there, identity creation 
and stratifcation) can be seen as a very complex, subjective, creative and messy 
process, where competing storylines (and their underlying desires and fanta-
sies) jostle for space. By this, I  don’t intend to say that rational knowledge 
claims cannot be made—good science is based on proving and disproving 
theories and making knowledge claims that stand until disproved in the future. 
However, Arlington Springs Man/Woman demonstrates how science plays 
out ultimately in the realm of culture—where ideas, hypotheses, proof and 
biases (both conscious and especially unconscious) jostle towards, methods 
and against others in a fuid and sometimes contradictory manner. 

Overall, the Wi’ma Island case study and the Scala dei Turchi project 
illustrate how the Multispecies Futures Lab-incubated method of naturalcultural 
discourse analysis can contribute to re-seeing these places via a new multispe-
cies paradigm, rather than simply being viewed and consumed as yet another 
disposable resource. Naturalcultural discourse analysis of any place (yes, even 
your backyard or any urban street alley) allows it to be read and understood 
as a situated location of profound naturalcultural entanglements, both destruc-
tive and/or nurturing. Tis kind of analysis investigates visible and hidden 
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efects of multispecies agents (direct, indirect and cascading) and stiches them 
together to form a quilted thick-story that situates and honors these biocul-
tural co-becomings. 

Tis Introduction has shown how explorations on Wi’ma Island and other 
lab projects revealed the fundamental presuppositions that can foster good 
multispecies studies research: nothing exists in seclusion, co-becoming is a 
real process in life systems, and naturalcultural attentiveness truly does foster 
naturalcultural connectedness. Nature and culture are connected deeply, in 
“thick” layers of human–nonhuman relations, some controlling and some more 
liberatory, some oppressive and some benefcial. Our research group was able 
to passionately immerse ourselves in an embodied way within these transcul-
tural, multiscalar, multi-epochal, multi-species and multi-kind perspectives of 
the island’s ecocultural system, as a co-becoming community of human crea-
tures on Wi’ma. Te Scala dei Turchi multispecies thick-map prototype 
visualizes the method of naturalcultural discourse analysis by subverting the 
norm that discourse and culture “happen” exclusively within human societies. 
Tese new kinds of maps move from the microbial to organ level, from the 
organs to the personal, from the individual to the local, from the local to 
the regional, from the regional to the national, and from the national to the 
planetary. Tese maps also move from the present moment of global digital 
connectivity and mobility to other historical periods of anthropogenic inter-
vention, and move beyond the Anthropocene to other geocultural eras. By 
invoking these examples of a multispecies paradigm shift in my lab’s research 
and teaching initiatives, I  hope that the value and resonances of all that 
surrounds us—and our role as human “meaning-making” agents within this 
complex ecocultural web—will only grow rather than diminish. 

Wi’ma Island taught our group in an immersive and experiential way that 
local, regional, national and global naturalcultural accomplishments and catas-
trophes are always multispecies events and that there are events in thick time 
or on nonhuman scales (from microns to light-years) that can add even more 
resonances to the already burgeoning thickness of a choral assemblage of 
naturalcultural agents. Te Scala dei Turchi map shows that such kinds of 
naturalcultural analysis and storytelling can be deeply efective in glitching 
the human/nonhuman, animate/inanimate and nature/culture divides. As the 
most vulnerable human and nonhuman lives face the gravest consequences 
of our damaged world, where multispecies relationships are ignored, devalued 
and discarded in favor of anthropocentric delusions of exceptionality, the 
stakes of upscaling this kind of epistemic and cultural paradigm shift within 
our broader communities are nothing short of existential. Reading Wi’ma 
and the Scala ecomaterially and symptomatically allows them to be seen as 
an assemblage and nexus of both fuid natural interconnections and cultural 
norms. Land, water, wind, critters (human and non), minerals and cultural 
paradigms deeply intra-act and co-become as kin (or oddkin) in these regions. 
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All that is left after this kind of research activity, where the undivulged is 
revealed, is to step back and stay with the joy of having had the privilege of 
experiencing the vastness, the viscosity and the vulnerability of such spectacular 
ecocultural systems. 

Schema for this Book 

Te multispecies naturalcultural analyses of Wi’ma’s and the Scala dei Turchi’s 
ecocultural systems in this Introduction, replete with intricate embodied co-
becomings and intra-actions, are seeds that will sprout and grow in many dif-
ferent directions in the successive chapters. Tanks to the generosity of two 
islands, I  was able to unpack here some of the basic EH and multispecies 
studies questions that I am keen on exploring through my cojoined lab and 
book. My selection of case studies in this Introduction and the chapters that 
follow draws from my foundational training and established research relation-
ships in Italian, Mediterranean and  postcolonial studies contexts. However, 
I also venture far beyond an area-specifc approach by considering a diversity of 
cases from around the planet and from my own local Californian ecocultural 
systems. 

In Chapter 1, I elaborate on some helpful theoretical and methodological 
terms that will make our journey interesting, such as care, kinship, colonial-
isms and decolonialism, biopower, and soulpower. I  also discuss how a 
multispecies paradigm shift does not necessarily require new academic knowl-
edge formation and yet more policy “think-tanks,” since much can be learned 
from the re-valuation and integration of the knowledge and experience already 
present within the ethical glitches provided by the survivance of so many 
marginalized lives and communities, past and present, human and non. By 
foregrounding work by Indigenous studies scholars Kim TallBear, Philip J. 
Deloria, Dwayne Donald, Vincente Diaz, Kyle Whyte, Gerald Vizenor and 
Brendan Hokowhitu as well as the work of multispecies studies scholar Donna 
Haraway, I explain the utility of the key concept “situated knowledges.” Tis 
chapter also describes how its opposite—“de-situated knowledges”—are often 
the foundation for the practice of corrosive ecocultural relationships, past and 
present. In sum, I  show how multispecies studies, Indigenous and “new” 
materialist thought can form a viable pathway to redirecting agency and value 
to not only human lives, but also nonhuman lives and ecocultural systems. 

Part Two (Chapters 2, 3 and 4) of the book contains case studies that 
explore inattentive and damaging ecocultural relationalities. In Chapter 2, 
I describe colonialisms in their various forms as ecocultural relationships in 
which relentless “capture-and-control” of lives, bodies and ecosystems for 
proft are fueled by spectacular multi-mediatic fantasies of alterity and surplus. 
Chapter 3 places the Cybercene as the distinct and newest colonial sub-era 
of the Anthropocene. It analyzes how profound new discursive, psychic and 
afective intra-actions between media consumers and virtual representations, 
narratives and fantasies in the Cybercene directly or indirectly assert new 
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forms of de-situated control and distancing relationships. By  defning the 
Cybercene in ecocultural terms, I efectively press for an “ecological turn” and 
a “multispecies turn” to the many questions regarding the digital revolution 
of the twenty-frst century. I re-direct corporate-economic, techno-scientifc, 
history of media/science or other anthropocentric “cultural” explorations of 
our new global digital cultural economies towards the crucial yet unexplored 
question of how our digital lives impinge upon multi-species, multi-being 
and multi-kind lives and relationships. Te term Cybercene further questions 
the nature/culture epistemological divide to provide pathways to restoring 
our multispecies futures at a multiscalar level: personal, familial, local, regional, 
continental and planetary. It also reinscribes our current digital era within 
other colonialisms, past, present and future. 

Chapter 4 takes a deeper dive into the psychic mechanisms of the Colonial-
Cybercene control/desire machine. If “we are the images we consume,” then 
the Cybercene’s image/discourse saturation and fragmentation must certainly 
infuence who we are now as individuals and societies. Screen studies and 
psychoanalytic theory help me locate spectator agency in co-creating new, 
personalized kinds of knowledge and menace/desire in the Cybercene via 
screen content intra-action, rather than simply being passive consumers of 
content (cyberdiscourses and cyberscenes). Postcolonial and psychoanalytic 
theory aid me in demonstrating how cyberdiscourses and the knowledge/ 
power they exert over lives and ecosystems are a product of an interplay of 
our own afective co-becoming. Such cyberdiscourses are also a product of 
ego/identity creation and desires interacting with those of the discursive/ 
mediatic systems themselves, creating oppressive resource-based capture-and-
control mechanisms rather than sustainable relationship-based identities and 
identifcations. Homi K. Bhabha’s notions of stereotype-as-fetish and mimicry 
provide the primary insights to understanding both the psychic mechanisms 
of othering and the transformative potential of the “glitch.” Jean-Louis 
Comolli’s understanding of active spectatorship will help me describe the lure 
of intra-activity within the spectacles of digital screen images. Other scholars 
who provide foundational insights into these power/discourse/identity/media 
dynamics are Michel Foucault (the power/knowledge combine), Frantz Fanon 
(the spectacle of the racialized Black Other), Dwayne Donald (the Indigenous 
concept of ethical relationality), Jacques Lacan (the relationship between images 
and identity creation), André Bazin (the importance of indexicality in screen 
realism), Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (reciprocal capture), José Esteban 
Muñoz (disidentifcation) and Edward Said (the mechanisms of colonial-
cultural discourse). 

Part Tree (Chapters 5 and 6) complements the previous part by exploring 
examples of multispecies ethical care and kinship. In Chapter 5, I  describe 
in more detail how, despite the acceleration of new forms of afective and 
epistemic capture-and-control promised by the Colonial-Cybercene mediatic 
ecosystem, actual creative bodies, lives and ecosystems sometimes provoke 
strategic and situated glitches, as life “runs away” from these mechanisms of 
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capture-and-control, thus re-reformatting lives and ecosystems to new and 
old forms of care and kinship. By doing so, such narratives release some bodies 
from the wasteful constraints of normative speciesist forms of kinship, creating 
restorative possibilities of belonging and care for a larger circle of multispecies 
bodies, lives and ecosystems. Chapter 6 considers how the afective, epistemic 
and discursive glitches such as those examined in the previous chapter become 
the foundation of actual situated practices of bio- and ecocultural care and 
kinship within bodies, lives and ecosystems. Tis chapter also describes the 
frst prototype of a multispecies thick-map to investigate how naturalcultural 
discourse analysis can serve as a methodological “ethical glitch” to de-situate 
colonial forms of epistemic capture-and-control. All the forms of care and 
kinship examined in Part Tree of the book stand in stark contrast to the 
anthropocentric and resource-based afective, psychic and epistemic inatten-
tiveness and active damage examined in Part Two. Te concluding chapter 
refects on possible further pathways (both academic and non) that could lead 
to the fostering of sustainable, relationship-based, multispecies epistemic 
humility, care and kinship. 
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Staying With the Joy: Framing 
Multispecies Studies Approaches 

Kinship and Care in Our Multispecies World 

Wi’ma Island’s intra-active multispecies lives illustrate how consistently 
heightening inter-species and multi-material curiosity can be deeply, afectively 
and emotionally enriching and also lead to the development of new interdis-
ciplinary methodologies of studying natureculture. Nurturing place- and 
space-specifc explorations in this vein, such as the Scala dei Turchi project in 
Sicily, will be a primary future activity of this cojoined book-lab project. Tis 
chapter builds on stories, concepts and new methods from the Introduction 
to explore further the primary theoretical assumptions utilized by the book 
and lab. By doing so, it establishes my positionality as a partial knowledge-
producer and also discusses the wider implications of attempting this kind 
of multispecies and naturalcultural analysis. 

Identifying instances of multispecies care and kinship can move us to 
mitigate multispecies violence and damage. Indeed, the explorations in this 
chapter are about initial considerations of the ways to properly strategize how 
to care afectively, ethically and practically can possibly allow us to “stay with 
the trouble” (as Donna Haraway puts it)—the worry and the joy of multispe-
cies kinship. Anna Tsing’s “passionate immersion” is a frst important step. 
Te book and lab also take inspiration from Tom van Dooren’s exhortation 
to create: “a scholarship that feels a need to keep coming back to, to be 
genuinely interested in, the lives of nonhumans: how they live, what matters 
to them, how they make meaning and relationships, how they make worlds. 
We must do so carefully, tentatively, critically, but we must also try to give 
an account of nonhuman modes of life.”1 To nudge my methods away from 
overly anthropocentric perspectives, I situate my work within the new academic 
feld of multispecies studies rather than placing it within areas of inquiry vari-
ously called animal or plant studies, or even human-animal studies. Te latter 
terms are equally valid choices with their own advantages, but which also 
imply preconceived dualities. As van Dooren, Eben Kirksey and Ursula 



40 Our Multispecies Futures

  

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Müntser explain: “In contrast to animal studies, multispecies scholarship takes 
up a broader taxonomic scope of inquiry. But it does not simply replace a 
focal animal with a plant or bacterium.” Instead of a dialectical focus a multi-
species approach “focuses on the multitudes of lively agents.”2 In addition to 
a neither/nor approach towards the stubborn human/nonhuman duality, the 
word “multispecies” also seeks to go beyond vertical taxonomic hierarchies 
(“apex predators” at the top and “bottom feeders” at—well—the bottom) and 
exclusionary limits between species boundaries,3 bringing together the “multi-” 
in an intra-active co-becoming assemblage in place- and space- specifc contexts 
and relationships.4 

Hierarchical categories and classifcation systems are comforting mapping 
experiences. Tey create a semblance of order and a rationale for justices and 
injustices in a complex world. Tey are quintessential meaning-making tools 
as well as knowledge that is then used to coordinate the use of power to 
constitute material realities. However, the scientifc praxis of categorizing and 
classifying lives can be very easily diverted into discriminatory cultural systems 
of imagining human lives. We can conceptualize these oppressive discourses 
as “regimes of meaning”—situations where cultural meaning-making frame-
works supplant and substitute actual material and afective bonds of kinship. 
Indeed, long before the current climate crisis, the cultural meanings given to 
multispecies life on Earth have been the basis of the colonial valuing (or 
devaluing) of human lives. Linnaean classifcation and categorization-
infuenced speciesism is a foundational premise upon which the colonial 
racialization of humans is built.5 It is also the foundation for the capture-
and-control via manufactured alterity of all forms of life, human and non. 
Tis multispecies ecocultural colonial capture-and-control will be explored in 
detail in Chapter 2. 

Christopher Peterson succinctly explains not only how “racism is predicated 
on dehumanization”6 but, digging deeper, how racism is “more precisely [based] 
on a fundamental disavowal of human animality that makes dehumanization 
possible.”7 If this is the prime colonial-cultural strategy for devaluing life, 
then decolonial or anti-colonial multispecies studies pathways can lead to a 
clearer understanding of the pernicious ecocultural mechanisms of alterity 
and kinship in both local communities and globally connected societies. Tis 
is exactly the kind of analysis that the Multispecies Futures Lab engages in via 
naturalcultural discourse analysis.Te question Peterson asks is highly relevant 
to the multispecies ecocultural understanding of racialized Others in colonial 
meaning-making practices: 

How is it that on the occasion of the two hundredth anniversary of 
Darwin’s birth […] many still assume that an antiracist politics must 
insist on the humanity of the socially abject? To what extent are both 
racist and antiracist discourses predicated on a shared repudiation of 
animality? How might we comprehend animality in nonpejorative 
terms?8 
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A multispecies paradigm engages a multiscalar, sympoetic and thick-time 
perspective on our current view of places and relations. It shifts a human-scale 
and somewhat static view towards a broader, richer and far more passionate 
engagement with our surroundings. Te “our” in the title of this book is 
therefore a transgressive one—stubbornly indicating a multispecies collective— 
strategically going beyond the imagined human/nonhuman divide and its 
consequent practices. “Our” is an opening towards visions of co-becoming 
rather than a closure into speciesism and colonialism; it is an exhortation to 
conceptualize the reality of “us” as a deeply inclusive  assemblage of «unex-
pected  collaborations and combinations» of multispecies life,  both  human 
and non.9 “Multispecies” is inclusive of the animality of Homo sapiens and the 
afective and sentient capacities of nonhumans. It also signals to the readers 
that you, too, are subjects and protagonists of “our multispecies futures,” along 
with and through other nonhuman lives. “Our” does not indicate possession 
and control, but inclusive identifcation with larger circles of life and marvelous 
co-becomings. 

Given this reality of co-becoming rather than seclusion, “our” also highlights 
the collective imperative to redirect attentiveness, care (the feeling of concern, 
interest, or importance as well as the act of tending) and kinship (the feeling 
of nearness, commonality and relationality) within this worldview of expanded 
belonging. Earth’s interconnected ecocultural crises are not someone else’s 
problems, they are ours. Tis deeply felt sense of social responsibility character-
izes both Indigenous thought as well as Indigenous studies approaches. For 
example, Aileen Moreton-Robinson illustrates how Indigenous research meth-
odologies are framed by the basic premise of relationality. Note how the 
nonhuman is absolutely part of her conceptualization of relationality: the social 
is relational, involving the interconnectedness of what people are doing and 
experiencing as the outcome of actions in the actualities of lives and lands. [It 
is] constituted by our histories, our culturally embodied knowledges and life 
force that connect us to our respective lands, our creators, all living entities and 
our ancestors.10 Donna Haraway aptly states, “We become—with each other 
or not at all.”11 Te “our” in the title of this book also emphasizes directly to 
you, the reader, our shared ownership of the responsibility we must collectively 
face if we are to properly acknowledge the reality of multispecies co-becoming 
in the Anthropocene. Tis includes recognizing and accepting a deeply unequal 
reality: that the ecocultural footprints of some identity and geographic groups 
are proportionally larger and more damaging than those of others.  “Our” is 
not meant here to fatten responsibility equally per capita within communities 
or around the planet. Indeed, what I like to call “naturalcultural studies” (derived 
from Haraway’s term natureculture, and in contrast to cultural studies) could 
be extremely useful in analyzing exactly how natural resource domination and 
consumption follow the contours of culturally defned identities such as nation-
ality, class, gender, citizenship, etc. Even within the Global North, responsibility 
for damage is deeply unequal, since power and wealth are increasingly concen-
trated amongst a tiny fraction of the general population.12 While environmentally 
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conscious citizens try to consistently use paper straws to avoid microplastic 
pollution, corporations and oligarchs with deeply colonial mindsets extract, 
exploit and exterminate multispecies ecocultural systems on vast scales. It is 
important not to lose sight of how we use constructed identities to mask or 
avoid accepting the ridiculously unequal distribution of responsibility for the 
damage. However, it can generally be said that our collective responsibility on 
Earth as humans is also our opportunity. Te stories and case studies contained 
in this book are not simply “mine” as the author, but potentially ours. Tey aim 
to resonate with your stories, this resonance turning “my” stories into “our” 
stories, fostering attentiveness to multispecies concerns. 

Te plural and collective possessive pronoun highlights the urgent need 
for nearness and openness to multispecies identities and identifcation in an 
era where online and digital mediatic practices are reinforcing the detachment 
of me/myself/mine from everything else, fueling seclusion and distancing 
from our interconnected bodies, lives and ecosystems. Such distancing facili-
tates a cultural and psychic experience of capture-and-control of multispecies 
lives for (real or imagined) consumption and proft. An embodied, expanded 
and multispecies sense of “our” serves to glitch techno-fantasies of “me and 
mine” being able to accomplish and control things alone.  Donna Haraway 
cautions us that kinship is a loaded word: “Kin is a wild category that all 
sorts of people do their best to domesticate. Making kin as oddkin rather 
than, or at least in addition to, godkin and genealogical and biogenetic family 
troubles important matters, like to whom is one actually responsible.”13 

Haraway correctly recognizes kinship decisions as key naturalcultural decisions, 
because identifcation with circles of kinship, however familiar or “odd,” fosters 
care. She says, “Nobody can be kin to everything, but our kin networks can 
be full of attachment sites.”14 An identifcation with kin is therefore a crucial 
regulatory decision that manages attentiveness, about who to care for and 
how much to care. Kinship leads to a kind of care that is neither abstract 
nor secluded nor distant—it is embodied, messy, sometimes inconvenient; but 
ultimately vibrant, joyful and given freely. Tom van Dooren describes how 
this kind of attentive multispecies ecocultural care has afective, ethical and 
practical dimensions: 

As an afective state, caring is an embodied phenomenon, the product 
of intellectual and emotional competencies: to care is to be afected 
by another, to be emotionally at stake in them in some way. As an 
ethical obligation, to care is to become subject to another, to recognise 
an obligation to look after another. Finally, as a practical labour, caring 
requires more from us than abstract well-wishing, it requires that we 
get involved in some concrete way, that we do something (wherever 
possible) to take care of another.15 

In sum, multispecies studies, to many who are undertaking it, myself included, 
is not only research, teaching and community engagement, it is also an 
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afective, ethical and practical mode of seeing the world diferently; a libera-
tory, passionate and immersive kind of living that fosters kinship with and 
care of multispecies oddkin. It is to feel both joy and heartbreak for a multitude 
of life-relations that include but also surpass defnitions of “kin” that reduce 
it to reproduction-based relationships and the act of making population, to 
inward-looking blood-related bonds. It is to be unafraid to feel both the 
agential vibrancy and the vulnerability of those you love. Indeed, the “ethical 
glitch,” described in detail in Chapters 5 and 6, is one of re-storying our 
normative and limited imagination of who is included in our extended family. 
Like Patricia Piccinini’s humanimal mother’s gaze at us, the glitch refuses to 
see things the normative way or to distance and look away. It meets the 
questioning gaze with joy, worry and concern. Te glitch enlarges the capa-
ciousness of our kin-circles, accepting and recognizing so many more 
multispecies connections, entanglements and mutual responsibilities—our 
shared “meanings, interests, afects” (the realm of “culture”) and our shared 
“fesh, minerals, fuids, genetic materials” (the realm of “nature”).16 A multi-
species paradigm shift allows us to notice constantly that we are incessantly 
co-becoming and intra-acting with our multispecies world and that nothing 
exists in seclusion, whether we like it or not. To stay with the trouble, the 
worry, but also the joy of multispecies passionate immersion is to constantly 
recognize and experience already existing friendships, support systems, 
companionships and shared passions via our embodied relationships with our 
multispecies critter-kin. In a world that is experiencing a loneliness pandemic 
due to our digital disconnectivity, re-engaging with the embodied multispecies 
realities that still surround us may be the ultimate ethical and practical glitch. 
We are not alone. We have never been alone. We just have to (re)learn the 
simple arts of attentiveness to recognize the multispecies support system that 
envelops us, to build a thriving multispecies future with them. 

Naturalcultural Studies: Colonialisms, Biocultural 
Power and Situated Knowledges 

We cannot properly arrive at an analysis of realistic cases of multispecies care 
and kinship without properly addressing the opposite of care and kinship— 
relationships based on control and consumption. I collectively subsume these 
epistemic, afective, discursive and material forms of multispecies domination 
and control under the term “colonial.” 

For the purposes of this research project, by colonial I mean a highly asym-
metrical extractive power relationship. It is important to note that postcolonial 
theorist Edward Said’s defnition of colonialism already allowed scholars to 
open the term up to this subtler and more expansive vision and analysis of 
a host of cultural phenomena—local, national, and transnational—without 
restricting colonialism to one specifc historical era of imperial political domi-
nation. For Said, colonialism is “the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of 
a dominating metropolitan center ruling a distant territory.”17 For the purposes 
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of highlighting the similarities and diferences of historical colonial relation-
ships to those of naturalcultural concern, I will further open Said’s defnition 
up to more difuse, less anthropocentric and less geopolitically bound situa-
tions. In this book, by colonialisms I mean past and present afective, epistemic, 
discursive, psychic and material practices of distancing, domination and control 
practiced by individual or group command economies upon culturally and 
ecologically Othered multispecies bodies, lives and ecosystems, in order to 
extract and exploit these as material or labor resources for proft. Such a 
defnition opens the notion of the colonial to naturalcultural multispecies 
concerns, but this does not make the study of its practices, theories and 
attitudes any less geopolitically relevant. On the contrary, I sense that it reveals 
greater possibilities for the felds of business, political science, government, 
economics, etc. to apply their concerns and deepen their interest in place- and 
space- situated socioeconomic events and processes. Tis ecocultural defnition 
of colonialisms expands the scope of the phenomenon beyond specifc histories 
and geopolitical realities, beyond any one historical or political form of control 
by one empire over its lands (for example, European domination of the Global 
South from the Age of Exploration to World War II), to explore larger 
questions of cultural and multispecies naturalcultural inattention, domination 
and control. 

I will unpack the signifcance and consequences of this defnition of colo-
nialisms more fully in Chapter 2. One of the clearest and most depressing 
conclusions of this study has been that we have re-entered a phase of hyper-
colonialism, after a brief respite in the “postcolonial” period (from 1945 up 
to the early 2000s). Haraway aptly describes the precarious situation that we 
humans have created via our colonial attitudes towards lives, bodies and 
ecosystems, at the expense of our planet and all its inhabitants, including 
ourselves. As I  have already mentioned, some of us in wealthier and more 
powerful parts of the globe are more responsible for this than others. However, 
as a planet we are all facing a colonial situation that urgently needs strategic 
interdisciplinary approaches to the study of crucial naturalcultural relations, 
in order to make them more visible and emphasize their value: 

We are facing the production of systemic homelessness. Te way that 
fowers aren’t blooming at the right time, and so insects can’t feed 
their babies and can’t travel because the timing is all screwed up, is 
a kind of forced homelessness. It’s a kind of forced migration, in time 
and space. So it’s not a humanist question. It’s a multi-kind and 
multi-species question.18 

Haraway’s words make evident that questions of human migration, racial and 
nation-based injustice and unequal resource and habitat destruction in the 
Global South are multispecies and naturalcultural considerations. Climate 
change and habitat/biodiversity destruction have also become a direct or 
indirect driver of political instability, cultural extremism and refugee/migration 
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crises, leading to wasted human lives and relationships everywhere,19 but 
especially in poorer, marginalized and racialized communities. Tese inter-
related questions have been confronted by foundational EH scholars such as 
Donna Haraway (2003, 2007), Bruno Latour (2005), Karen Barad (2007), 
Jane Bennett (2009), Rosi Braidotti (2013), Ursula Heise (2016), van Dooren, 
Kirksey and Münster (2016), and Marco Armiero (2021).20 Within animal/ 
multispecies studies, Ryan Hediger and Sarah McFarland (2009) explore 
animal agency; Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka (2011) and Alasdair 
Cochrane (2018) discuss extending citizenship rights to nonhuman animals.21 

Gregory Cajete (2000), Deborah Bird Rose (2011), Kim TallBear (2015), 
Kyle Whyte (2020) and Brendan Hokowhitu (2020) discuss Indigenous 
paradigms of co-constitution of human communities, land and multispecies 
entities.22 Animal studies scholars Cary Wolfe (2003) and Lori Gruen (2015), 
and plant studies researchers Natasha Myers (2017) and Laura Foster (2019) 
discuss how life classifcation systems work towards serving Anthropos’ stra-
tegic needs.23 Tis said, far more can be done to strengthen multispecies 
approaches beyond these specifc felds of specialization.24 Tey need to become 
organically embedded within the cores of research, education, and policy 
structures and institutions. 

If robust science is indeed a collective, integrative and constantly mutating 
process of observation, modelling and reobservation, then epistemic humility 
becomes a key guiding principle in carrying out work in a healthy multispe-
cies studies’ science. Gregory Cajete explains how understanding subjective 
positionality is a key process of engaging in Native science. Te partial 
knowledge claim that results from this acknowledgement of positionality 
should be a key feature of sound multispecies studies methodological 
approaches: 

Native Science refects the understanding that objectivity is founded 
on subjectivity. Tere is a stress on direct subjective experience, pred-
icated on a personal and collective closeness to nature, which will 
lead to an understanding of the subtle qualities of nature.25 

In terms of method, this epistemic humility turns to creative imagination of 
a situated kind, where humans must generate ethical multispecies cosmologies 
without presuming to be able to fx multispecies “truths” via distanced ethnog-
raphy. We enter the realm of what Cajete calls Indigenous cosmologies: 

Te frst Indigenous cosmologies were based on the perception that 
the spirit of the universe resided in the Earth and things of the Earth, 
including human beings. Because of this perception, these people 
remained equally open to all possibilities that might manifest through 
the natural world. In turn, perceptions of the cycles of nature, behavior 
of animals, growth of plants, and interdependence of all things in 
nature determined culture, that is, ethics, morals, religious expression, 
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politics and economics. In short, they came to know and express 
“natural democracy.”26 

Naturalcultural discourse analysis and multispecies thick-maps, described in 
the Introduction, are ways to engage and promote the kind of “natural democ-
racy” that Cajete so eloquently discusses, where “it becomes in every sense 
abnormal to view the world as dead matter, private property, commodities, 
or commercial resources.”27 If one of the main conclusions of naturalcultural 
discourse analysis is that “nothing exists in seclusion”—that is to say, every-
thing and everyone is connected—then listening and being attentive to all 
naturalcultural connections in a humbler way becomes a method of epistemic 
strength rather than weakness. Sometimes these naturalcultural entanglements 
are more obvious: the Siberian Husky, for example, is a product of natural 
and human selection to aid communities with a certain task in arctic and 
sub-arctic ecosystems. Sometimes they come in the form of oddkin (“unex-
pected collaborations and combinations”), for example the indirect and 
cascading connection between wolf communities and healthy aspen tree 
growth in the Greater Yellowstone ecocultural system.28 Another example of 
this kind of care is the cumulative and gradual consequences of consistently 
positive cultural images, ideas and meanings surrounding wolves potentially 
resulting in legislative moves to protect these animals, which in turn results 
in healthier aspen tree communities. Open-ended transdisciplinarity (which 
is another form of epistemic humility) can provide better access to these kinds 
of naturalcultural entanglements. 

With Donna Haraway’s concept of “situated knowledges,” Kim TallBear’s 
notion of “standing with” and that Channel Island Fox’s destabilizing gaze, 
I fnally found a way to accomplish my goal of including all voices to form 
a strategic humility that would lend epistemic strength to this book and my 
lab. I view situated knowledges not only as an abstract concept, but also as a 
precise method of fostering humility and a strategic approach to good multi-
species science. It designates all “more or less animate” beings, both human 
and non, as partial experts within the context of their own ecocultural system. 
Accepting this expansive partial expertise leads to an openness towards, 
attentiveness to, and understanding and valuing of varied embodied experi-
ences of multispecies expertise, both within and beyond academia. Situated 
knowledges that provide rational knowledge claims about the functioning of 
an ecocultural system can be the way to respect the complexity and “thick-
ness” of multispecies realities. Simply put, I understand situated knowledges 
to mean epistemic frameworks that are attentive to an ecocultural system’s 
ontological, material, afective and cultural agents relationships, intra-actions 
and co-becomings. Such frameworks, are ways of making meaning that engage 
with the material-semiotic-afective-ontological realities of their multispecies 
communities. Tese forms of knowledge are qualitatively balanced, forming 
a kind of knowledge claim that contrasts with highly controlled autopoetic 
eforts at one extreme, or easy relativism at the other. If caring is indeed an 
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embodied phenomenon, then situated knowledges are caring knowledges 
precisely because they are tethered to multispecies bodies, lives and ecosystems. 
In the Cybercene, an era that can be defned and characterized by post-truth, 
“de-situated” knowledges, the return to situated knowledges seems crucial to 
restoring (and re-storying) multispecies care and kinship: 

I am arguing for politics and epistemologies of location, positioning, 
and situating, where partiality and not universality is the condition 
of being heard to make rational knowledge claims. Tese are claims 
on people’s lives. I  am arguing for a view from a body, always a 
complex, contradictory, structuring, and structured body, versus the 
view from above, nowhere, from simplicity.29 

A method and an ethics of doing this kind of science emerge beautifully 
from this quote. It is a technique by which all researchers, and even non-
researchers, do work on their own partial knowledge claims individually, but 
also listen via a strategic epistemic humility to all experts (human and non) 
with knowledge of that particular ecocultural system. After listening, this 
method creates a sympoetic thick-assemblage or web of knowledge that pays 
“attention to how [all experts] craft shared lives and worlds.”30 By situating 
these claims within the body, Haraway opens a further important avenue for 
epistemic humility (i.e., the body, being, feeling, rather than simply “thinking”) 
that allows for experts to be various living, breathing, feeling entities, irrespec-
tive of whether they use human language or not or whether we consider them 
“living” in the non-aboriginal sense or not. Every lively entity situated within 
a given assemblage of knowledge creation and meaning-making is given a 
value for practical reasons of doing sound science—rocks, fungi, air, fsh. Tis 
method also creates space for all kinds of relevant human voices, without 
falling into the quagmire of colonial identity politics (fxating on diference 
at the cost of losing sight of the big picture) but nevertheless being sensitive 
to the historical and contemporary silencing of some expert voices due to 
their biopoliticized identities (such as race, gender, class, caste, indigeneity, 
etc.). Situated knowledges allow ontology and afect to be on an equal footing 
with epistemology in analyzing meaning-making.Tere is immense collabora-
tive value in the old and new terminologies and methodologies of many 
marginalized communities—they can provide exciting epistemic alternatives 
that can expand the boundaries of restrictive and damaging normative colonial 
human-ness, especially when they are in conversation with each other. Te 
method of situated knowledges elegantly blends the utilitarian and practical 
needs of good science (where contextual afrmation is found within multispe-
cies embodied systems) with a deeply ethical obligation (that of perceiving 
and listening to all kinds of “odd” knowledge-producers). Furthermore, all 
this can be accomplished without the need to fall back on the many legacies 
of Linnaean classifcation that imagine vertical hierarchies of life, both human 
and non. 
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De-Situated Knowledge: Te Nightmare of an 
Ecocultural Partition 

If embodied situated knowledges are webbed multispecies epistemic frame-
works that respect the eco-onto-material-afective-cultural realities of any 
given ecocultural system, then the opposite of that—de-situated knowledges— 
are ways of knowing, relating to and therefore acting upon ecocultural systems 
that are untethered from such naturalcultural realities. Tey are knowledges 
that separate what is interconnected and distance the observer from the 
observed, thereby engaging in relationalities of hierarchical control and power 
that allow the deployment of colonial ecocultural policies. 

When I  am asked for an example of ecoculturally damaging de-situated 
colonial knowledge creation (or what I colloquially call “making sh*# up for 
proft”), I cannot help thinking of the mind-boggling way in which the borders 
of India and Pakistan were forged. At the end of World War II, the British 
decided to leave India in a hurry, with their own economic concerns chiefy 
in mind. Partition into a majority Muslim state (East and West Pakistan) 
and a majority non-Muslim state (India) would allow a powerful subcontinent 
to stay weaker and “within the British Commonwealth after devolution, even 
if in fragments, so that [the British] might maintain old imperial ties in some 
form after the granting of formal independence.”31 Lord Louis Mountbatten, 
the last Viceroy of India, suddenly announced a hastened departure calendar 
in June 1947; India would gain independence within just two months, in 
August 1947, a year earlier than originally planned.Te task of quickly ripping 
apart ecocultural communities that had grown and lived together for millennia 
was given to a lawyer, Cyril Radclife. Appointed by the British Raj in July 
1947, Radclife was geographically and culturally in London—and therefore 
fully de-situated from the partition he was commissioned to oversee. Radclife’s 
de-situated ecocultural context was represented as a positive feature by the 
Raj, providing a semblance of impartiality in a very polarized political situ-
ation. Te technocrat faced the incredible task of deciding the multispecies 
destinies of an entire subcontinent.Te course of rivers, ecological and agrarian 
systems, familial and cultural relationships that had previously not faced rigid 
international political borders would now be surgically cleaved in two. Radclife 
had never visited India before his remit, nor did he have any prior experience 
drawing borders.32 He barely knew the two main regions that would have to 
be split in two, Punjab and Bengal, but was tasked with rushing to delineate 
the border within an astonishing fve weeks. Each commission contained two 
Muslim and two non-Muslim (Hindu or Sikh) representatives, leaving 
Radclife with the unenviable task of making most of the decisions in an 
evenly split vote. Tis highly specialized and siloed “thin-knowledge” was 
published as the Radclife Line on 17 August 1947, two days after the two 
countries had already declared independence. Te haste and the de-situated 
method of distanced map-drawing was the successful culmination of decades 
of colonial “divide and rule” policy—strategically thwarting unity between 
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Indians by manufacturing and encouraging division between Hindu and 
Muslim communities, with ample assistance from niche interest groups and 
native religious extremists. 

Te result of this de-situated knowledge implementation was one of the 
largest and bloodiest human mass-migrations in history and the ecocultural 
splitting of the subcontinent into unequal and complicated halves.33 Te 
partition has been studied for decades as a profound human tragedy. And 
indeed, by all measures it was one. I would like to suggest that revisiting this 
event via a multispecies paradigm can bring added resonance to the devastating 
consequences of the cleavage. Since this book explores how cultural mapping 
of spaces imbibes lived spaces with human meaning and therefore ultimately 
directs human intervention choices, it is appropriate to begin my brief natu-
ralcultural discourse analysis of India’s partition via an exploration of a map. 
Fig. 1.1 shows a 1944 colonial map distributed by the British Information 
Services,34 a propaganda arm of the Foreign and Commonwealth Ofce of 
the British government. Te text accompanying the map can be read ecoma-
terially and naturalculturally to glean the subtext written by the map’s 
producers: 

Although agriculture is the chief occupation, India is one of the eight 
leading industrial countries in the world. Textiles and iron and steel 
are the most important. Indian industries; cement, heavy chemicals, 
soap, sugar, glass and shipbuilding are among those most recently 
developed. India is the world’s largest producer of jute, sugar-cane, 
and mica, and has the world’s largest reserves of high-grade iron ore 
and the world’s largest cattle population. India ranks second in the 
production of tea, cotton, tobacco and manganese.35 

An ecomaterial symptomatic reading of this map teases out its underlying 
intentions, the subtext that is diferent from the simple physical description 
of geographical space. Tis is a colonial map that lists and values a multispe-
cies collection of lives, bodies and ecosystems whose marvelous biopower is 
ready for the taking. Visually, the map does feature key urban centers, but 
the main spaces are focused on showcasing the subcontinent’s immense natural 
resources, from gold to sugar to cattle. Tere are about twenty multispecies 
images in the map that feature productive laboring natives or domesticated 
animals and plants. 

When the Indian subcontinental space is viewed in these very distanced, 
narrow or “thin” terms via multispecies colonial mapping, it starts to become 
obvious why the British may have hesitated at leaving such a resourceful and 
resource-rich space independent and undivided. When understood via 
Gandhi’s notion of soulpower, it also becomes clear why the cleavage of an 
ecocultural system that had grown together over a millennium or more would 
harm its prospects of becoming a thriving nation. Indeed, partition divided 
cultural communities as well as the army, navy, fnancial, industrial and 
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 Figure 1.1 British Information Services map of undivided colonial India, featuring 
multispecies marvels and deeply focused on a resource and proft-based perspective on 

the land. (British Information Services) 
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ecological resources. I have been told anecdotal stories by my mother about 
how literally everything was divided; for example, in government ofces, it 
came down to the accurate counting of furniture and pens. 

What is often missed in historical and cultural analyses of the partition 
is the fact that this was a multispecies dismemberment. Te division of the 
subcontinent artifcially severed important intact ecoregions such as the Indus 
seven-river system, as well as the largest delta in the world, formed where 
the Ganges, the Brahmaputra/Jamuna and the Meghna rivers empty into the 
Bay of Bengal. Almost eighty years since the event, water wars now loom 
across international political borders between nations that have a deeply 
conficted past. Both the Indus and the Gangetic/Brahmaputra riverine mega-
systems are the chief source of water for a billion people and countless 
nonhuman lives, including the highly endangered Gangetic Dolphin (Platanista 
gangetica) and its smaller cousin, the Indus River Dolphin (Platanista minor). 
From sources high up in the Tibetan Plateau, all these major rivers face an 
uncertain future as their glaciers (collectively containing one of the largest 
snow felds outside the North and South Poles) melt rapidly due to climate 
change. As Omair Ahmad explains while discussing partition: “Te end result 
of this focus on borders rather than bioregions is that ecosystem health is 
deeply undermined. Te hilsa fsh has disappeared from  most parts of 
Pakistan and India as the river ecosystems it depends on have been disrupted. 
It is now largely confned to Bangladesh. India and Nepal quarrel over the 
nationality of an  individual sloth bear, and healthy yak populations are now 
largely found only in Tibet.”36 As can be concluded here and as we shall see 
yet again in Chapter 5, the consequences of a de-situated colonial natural-
cultural partition echo today within the damaged multispecies communities 
of all of South Asia. 

Naturalcultural discourse analysis of India’s partition shows how deploy-
ment of de-situated knowledges is often a strategic act rather than an accidental 
blunder. Viewing geographical spaces as sites of biocultural attachments via 
a multispecies paradigm shift suddenly lays bare the insanity of dividing them 
up into mutually hostile legal and political units. Viewing spaces via a multi-
species paradigm is therefore a deeply anti-colonial method of understanding 
geographical spaces. It seems that colonial forms of strategically de-situated 
epistemic knowledge can perhaps only be glitched by an assemblage of situ-
ated knowledges enmeshed deeply with a place’s bodies, lives and ecocultural 
systems. 

Gandhi’s concept of satyagraha—the search for truth, or the force of 
truth—was one such experiment in bringing back rational knowledge claims 
to glitch colonial-based crazy knowledge. His satyagraha movement can be 
understood, in EH and multispecies studies parlance, as a deeply situated 
form of naturalcultural care: “as an afective state, an ethical obligation, a 
practical labour.”37 Te political and spiritual genius of Gandhi’s choices can 
be seen in how he fused the afective, ethical and practical aspects of care in 
one fell swoop through his highly successful Dandi, or Salt March. Lasting 
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twenty-four days from 12 March to 6 April 1930, the Salt March saw Gandhi 
lead a mass walk of 387 kilometers to engage in a simple naturalcultural 
gesture: pick salt from the shores of the Arabian Sea. From a naturalcultural 
discourse perspective, this one small action glitched the rationale of the 
immense British ecocultural colonial proft machine that extracted taxes from 
Indians for the freely available salt of their own land. Gandhi’s use of a deeply 
situated ecocultural tether—sea salt—is an example of the opposite of the 
colonial method of creating de-situated colonial knowledges. Tese kinds of 
collaborative situated knowledges hold up far better to scrutiny than de-situated 
ones, because they can be verifed via the realities of multispecies bodies, lives 
and ecosystems. One can read and confrm what is being produced as “knowl-
edge” within the assembled “accounts of the distinctive experiential worlds, 
modes of being and biocultural attachments.”38 

Situated knowledges allow for a strategic ethical glitching of de-situated 
knowledges and discourses. In Te Archaeology of Knowledge (1969), Michel 
Foucault describes how discourses created around spaces, places, bodies and 
lives have shaped the contours and limits of knowledge about them, and 
hence, their eventual destinies in the hands of communities. He envisions 
discourse as not only a matter of words, but of practices that produce and 
reproduce knowledge and power (hence his term power/knowledge).39 By 
binding knowledge to constitutive power, Foucault gives EH and multispecies 
studies an avenue to understand the intimate co-becomings between human 
meaning-making and multispecies lives, bodies and ecosystems. It is discourse, 
according to Foucault, that forms the guidelines we follow when creating and 
perpetuating knowledge about a certain subject, to declare what is true or 
what is right. Discourses are historically contingent and can be defed and 
altered: one can ponder, for example, how diferent the discourse surrounding 
homosexuality or womanhood is in many cultures today as compared to thirty 
years ago, and how it keeps on mutating. Tat said, discourse can also stub-
bornly restrict what and how we think about and act upon given subjects or 
beings, thus imposing conscious and unconscious limitations on what we 
conceive as possible. Very importantly for our analysis of multispecies ecocul-
tural systems, Foucault argues that discourse is not simply a way of representing 
reality, but rather a way of constructing reality. My redefnition of discourse 
via the method of naturalcultural discourse analysis, as described in the 
Introduction, adds ontological, material and afective dimensions of multispe-
cies lively agents to Foucault’s characterization of cultural frameworks, without 
subtracting anything from it. 

Foucault’s concept of the constitutive nature of power/knowledge demon-
strates that the outdated yet prevalent discourses of “conservation” that 
conceptualize natural spaces as inclusive of nonhuman life yet exclusive of 
Indigenous ecocultures does not remain in the realm of abstract thought. As 
we will see in the case studies on the Agro Pontino region and the Greater 
Yellowstone ecocultural system in Chapter 6, such ideas of conservation were 
actively used to create the practices of land usurpation and cultural oppression 
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that shattered the lived experiences of Indigenous communities by separating 
them from their interconnected ecosystems, thus strategically exercising a 
controlling power over them. In addition to this understanding of the links 
between discourse, power/knowledge and actual practices of culture, it is also 
crucial for the purposes of this project to recognize that discourses can not 
only construct but also displace and substitute other discourses. In our specifc 
case, understanding these links helps us realize how colonial discourses (images, 
ideas, values) are substituting or displacing discourses, relationships and there-
fore practices between “us” as actual bodies and natural ecosystems. What are 
the implications of our new Cybercene cultural-discursive practices, born out 
of intra-action between screen and embodied realities, on multispecies commu-
nities and ecosystems? 

Foucault explicitly connected power, knowledge and discourse by arguing 
that power is not something that is held by individuals or groups, but rather 
is exercised through relationships and institutions. Gandhi knew this very well. 
His Salt March was a masterclass not only in grassroots mobilization, but 
also in the strategic epistemic and afective glitching of the naturalcultural, 
material and therefore economic grounds upon which colonial rule was based, 
that idea that “I, as a dominating command economy, will not even allow 
you to make salt from your own seas. By monopolizing its sale, I extract proft 
from your own naturalcultural body and then also tax you for it.” Te simple, 
nonviolent yet disobedient gesture of walking to the seashore and picking up 
naturally created salt was a profound exercise of anti-colonial biopower and 
soulpower. 

What is soulpower? It is crucial to understand how Gandhi does not 
conceive of soulpower simply as a latent form of spiritual and afective energy— 
he characterizes it as an ethical method and process (satyagraha) of social 
engagement. In an analysis of Gandhi’s conceptualization of power via satya-
graha (the search for the truth) and ahimsa (nonviolence), Manfred Steger 
argues that Gandhi glitches the typical Western understanding of power as 
being demonstrated via naturally violent impulses in human society. Steger 
includes in this assessment Foucauldian conceptualizations of the agency of 
disciplinary action by institutions as a manifestation of power. He argues that 
both Foucault and Gandhi would agree that “resistance and power were 
correlative elements, and [both] cherished political struggles and transgressive 
practices as ways of self-creation—the opening of new spaces in which a 
variety of discourses challenging oppressive ‘normalcy’ can fourish.”40 However, 
Steger believes that the two thinkers diverged dramatically in understanding 
how power could also be an ethical power. Essentially, Steger argues that for 
Gandhi, power can be constitutive of care and kinship via the pursuit of truth. 
Gandhi’s “truth” was a skeptic’s truth, always experimental and non-dogmatically 
understood as “the selfess devotion (bhakti) to communicate with the ‘Other’ 
(ontologically conceived as the interdependence of all things), and the corre-
sponding moral and political duty to search for more complete manifestations 
of the necessarily incomplete ‘relative truths’ of dualistic thinking.”41 
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Gandhi’s anti-colonial stance is deeply situated, beautifully naturalcultural 
and immensely powerful in its epistemic, afective and pragmatic capacities 
to glitch normative colonial thought.42 Te nonviolent search for truth is the 
opposite of the colonial “thin-map” account of India. Via a deeply collabora-
tive, ecoculturally open and epistemically humble strategy, it allows a very 
clever unravelling of colonial capture-and-control. Soul-force is the name 
given by Gandhi to the power of that ethical glitch: 

[It] is a method of securing rights by personal sufering; it is the 
reverse of resistance by arms. When I  refuse to do a thing that is 
repugnant to my conscience, I  use soul-force. For instance, the 
Government of the day has passed a law which is applicable to me. 
I do not like it. If by using violence I force the Government to repeal 
the law, I am employing what may be termed body-force. If I do not 
obey the law and accept the penalty for its breach, I use soul-force. 
It involves sacrifce of the self.43 

Gandhi’s soul-force could be termed as ‘soulpower,’ if one understands his 
notion of this force as a constitutive and Foucauldian kind of knowledge/ 
power combination. Tis ethical nonviolent power is a situated and strategic 
one, born from (non-absolute) curiosity and love for the Other. Viewed 
through a multispecies paradigm, Gandhi’s soulpower can be reconceptualized 
as a way to re-value the afective, ontological and ethical dimensions of care 
and kinship. Since this project seeks to bring forward the power of “thick” 
multispecies accounts as opposed to “thin” anthropocentric-colonial ones, it 
fnds inspiration in thinkers such as Gandhi who actively sought to understand 
ways of strategically glitching massive forces of violent colonial ecocultural 
subjugation. It is no surprise that the strength and strategic acumen of Gandhi’s 
ethical and political stance inspired so many other liberatory movements, 
including those led by Dr. Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela. Its 
power lay in his fnding a specifc way to enact an epistemic glitch: the 
constitutive and ethical possibilities of power via satyagraha, ahimsa and soul-
force. As Steger eloquently concludes: 

Gandhi attacked what Richard Rorty has identifed as the core of 
traditional Western culture: the notion of searching for Truth by 
turning away from “solidarity” towards “objectivity.” Conversely, the 
Mahatma insisted on the importance of pursuing truth in the “thick” 
communal context. Seen through traditional Western lenses, Gandhi’s 
frm rejection of the separation of means and ends represents perhaps 
the most accessible point of entry to survey the full extent of his 
challenge to our Western empirical-analytic “science of power.”44 

Multispecies studies could be understood as a form of interdisciplinary 
naturalcultural satyagraha, made especially difcult as it needs to overcome 
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foundational anthropocentricity. It seeks to makes visible the thick contexts 
of situated knowledges (rather than a single “objective” viewpoint) embedded 
within thick time. Trough a combination of 1) a Foucauldian understanding 
of the importance of knowledge management via discourse in shaping the 
material destinies of lives, bodies and ecosystems, 2) my redefnition of 
discourse in naturalcultural analysis to include ontological, material, afective 
and multispecies frameworks, 3) the method of situated knowledges to put 
into conversation multiple biodiverse partial knowledge claims and 4) a 
Gandhian understanding of ethical soulpower, we can see the emergence of 
a coherent multispecies studies ethical and methodological framework. 

Stone Guests and Curious Foxes: Multispecies 
Agency in Indigenous and “New” Materialisms 

Foucault and Gandhi recognized that situated and de-situated knowledges 
co-become in both expected and unexpected combinations. Tey also under-
stood the deeply connected relationship between matter and meaning—how 
colonized bodies, lives and ecocultural systems were imagined and controlled 
to extract maximum proft. Centering this book and lab project on an assem-
blage of situated knowledges of ecocultural care and kinship via passionate 
immersion allows it to contribute towards a multispecies paradigm shift—an 
epistemic, afective, discursive and pragmatic change towards naturalcultural 
care and kinship. 

I also hope to avoid an unfortunate inclination within EH to focus on 
and from the perspectives and destinies of the urbanized white populations 
of the Global North, which results in the restorative pathways they propose 
being abstract or narrowly conceived. Silencing marginalized voices is not just 
about ethics; it’s also shoddy and incomplete science. As EH matured within 
academia as a feld of inquiry, it began to include decolonial perspectives: for 
example, Alfred W. Crosby’s 1972 book Te Columbian Exchange: Biological 
and Cultural Consequences of 1492 was the frst in-depth exploration of the 
global efects of European colonialism in the New World.45 Ramachandra 
Guha discussed an environmentalism of the poor from the perspective of Tird 
World countries in “Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness 
Preservation: A Tird World Critique” (1997).46 While foundational EH texts 
such as these began to provide subaltern perspectives, it can be said that EH 
academic scholarship overall demonstrates a blind spot towards the worldviews, 
voices, terminologies and methodological approaches developed by Global 
South, Indigenous,47 and other marginalized and subaltern communities, 
including those of queers, persons of color, women and other biopoliticized 
thinkers.48 I believe that this blind spot has been detrimental to the feld as 
a whole. Tere are many Indigenous environmental concepts, traditions and 
practices which are the product of centuries-long co-constitution within 
embedded human-multispecies communities, and thus extremely precious and 
relevant to understanding and developing further efective pathways to healing 
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and habitability. Yet such approaches have been strategically disregarded in 
favor of Euro-American-centric academic neologisms and philosophies in the 
rush to claim and settle territory in a rapidly expanding scholarly feld. While 
current EH scholarship is thankfully making inroads toward inclusion of 
these very productive veins of Indigenous and subaltern scholarship, I believe 
the colonizing tendency continues to exist in the feld via its predominant 
intellectual choices. Jorge Marcone persuasively asks whether the bodies 
voicing Indigenous environmental perspectives will be treated as “stone guests” 
rather than truly valued stakeholders by academic, governmental and policy 
think tanks? 

Te situation of popular environmentalisms in Latin America can be 
illuminated with the old Spanish expression of the convidado de piedra, 
or “stone guest”; that is to say somebody who has been invited to a 
negotiation out of a sense of duty, but who does not participate in 
the discussion, or whose participation is ignored by the rest. Because 
of international agreements such as Convention No. 169 on Indigenous 
and Tribal Peoples by the International Labor Organization, states 
ask these movements to participate in the decision-making processes 
regarding development projects. Te Convention requires that 
Indigenous and tribal peoples be consulted on issues of policy, govern-
ance, and development that afect them in free, prior, and informed 
participation.Te ultimate goal of the consultation is achieving agree-
ment and appropriate solutions in an atmosphere of mutual respect 
and full participation. However, are these popular environmentalisms 
invited to the negotiation table because their opinion will truly be 
heard? Or do their hosts actually prefer to treat them as stone guests 
with no voice, even if they speak?49 

A tendency in EH research to co-opt traditional naturalcultural concepts with 
fancy neologisms is another example of the consequences of this hypocritical 
“stone guest” treatment of subaltern environmental advocates. Coining new 
terms can be a desirable choice, as long as previous similar knowledges are 
also acknowledged and given recognition. When this is not done, scholarship 
becomes yet another indirect way by which colonial power appropriates 
knowledge without recognition. All these marginalized forms of situated 
multispecies knowledge are not “new,” even though they are incredibly inno-
vative since they subvert currently normative systems of thought and process. 
Tey are embodied learnings that have been repressed, denigrated and exter-
minated because they invoke anti-colonial ways of living. What a pity and 
waste—this conscious or unconscious employment of citation politics to ignore 
so much ecocultural knowledge. 

Like Leroy Little Bear’s brilliant approach of defning all things as “more 
or less animate,” described in the Introduction, the renewal of EH and multi-
species studies’ attentiveness to all kinds of subalterned situated knowledges 
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can subvert the unconscious biases of normative preconceived ideas and 
notions. Tis can open up pathways to new methods, considerations and 
perspectives—literally new ways of ofering attentiveness and looking at the 
world being studied. Citing Indigenous situated knowledges seriously and 
providing them with greater and broader visibility is the opposite of cultural 
appropriation or “stone guest” treatment—it is to fnally respect these 
embodied and passionately immersed multispecies knowledges as important 
expertise. In a discussion of these important questions, Zoe Todd very persua-
sively asks: 

when will I hear someone reference Indigenous thinkers in a direct, 
contemporary and meaningful way in European lecture halls? Without 
fltering ideas through white intermediaries—apologies to the vast 
majority of my anthropology colleagues—but by citing and quoting 
Indigenous thinkers directly, unambiguously and generously. As 
thinkers in their own right, not just disembodied representatives of 
an amorphous Indigeneity that serves European intellectual or polit-
ical purposes, and not just as research subjects or vaguely defned 
“collaborators”. As dynamic Philosophers and Intellectuals, full stop.50 

Attempts at creating a truly impactful EH have yet to be fully realized due 
to inattention to or “stone guest” treatment of marginalized knowledge experts. 
With these immense structural biases and resulting conceptual lacunae in 
mind, my approach seeks a pragmatic, inclusive and decolonial pathway 
towards forging a coalition consisting of a broad and interdisciplinary selec-
tion of thinkers, including both oft-cited mainstream academics and those 
whose innovation has been historically marginalized due to their biopoliticized 
identities—including specifc rather than amorphous Global South, BIPOC, 
migrant, queer and women thinkers. I  take inspiration from Kim TallBear’s 
suggestion to conceptualize my work for this project not as a way to “give 
back” or have marginalized scholars and thinkers as vaguely defned collabora-
tors, but as a way to “stand with” a broad coalition of scholars and communities 
(both human and non) breaking down that corrosive duality between researcher 
and researched. Tis is another instance of the epistemic humility that is also 
both a strategic humility and a source of epistemic and methodological strength, 
and resonates with TallBear’s words: 

It is also helpful to think creatively about the research process as a 
relationship-building process […] A researcher who is willing to learn 
how to “stand with” a community of subjects is willing to be altered, 
to revise her stakes in the knowledge to be produced.51 

None of my work for this project (or even my general disciplinary focus) is 
ethnography, nor any other such “human-subject” feld of study as commonly 
found in the social sciences. I approach my dialogue with the many dominant 
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and subaltern-positioned experts (human and nonhuman, via in-person 
observations, conversations or published research) through an ethics of 
standing with, rather than giving back. It is in the survivance52 of many 
diverse and global marginalized multispecies societies that we can locate 
pragmatic pathways to care and alternative shapes of kinship circles. So, 
along with the many cultural-colonial dichotomies that need to be revisited 
for a proper engagement in multispecies studies—such as human/animal, 
culture/nature, man/woman, heterosexual/queer, meaning/affect, 
epistemology/ontology, mind/body, meaning/matter, disciplinary expertise/ 
generalist knowledge and animate/inanimate—the last (but not the least) 
dichotomy that needs to be properly reassessed is perhaps the one that is 
most relevant to my role within this project: researcher/researched. To explore 
this fnal duality a little more, let’s revisit an old friend—the bold and plucky 
Channel Island Fox. 

As described in my Preface, the Channel Island Fox (Urocyon littoralis) 
became that other important and unexpected scholar companion who guided 
me to refect on my positionality while undertaking research in multispecies 
studies.What had struck me when our research group spotted these wonderful 
creatures on Wi’ma Island (see book cover image) was that question of who 
was researching whom? Indeed, that fox taught me a big lesson via its intra-
active past and present about how to “think creatively about the research 
process as a relationship-building process, as a professional networking 
process with colleagues (not “subjects”), as an opportunity for conversation 
and sharing of knowledge, not simply data gathering.”53 With this humbler 
approach, I was able to relate to the fox with a naturalcultural, rather than 
simply cultural, narrative, thus opening up a multi-layered and complex web 
of relationships. A naturalcultural analysis stitches together the human-fox-
island assemblage into a long and intra-active web of co-becoming relations. 
Island Foxes are mostly limited to Wi’ma, Tuqan (San Miguel) and Limuw 
(Santa Cruz) Islands due to their larger carrying capacity. Te fox population 
decreased dramatically in the 1990s until there remained but a few dozen. 
Extinction was a distinct possibility, but human intervention and the fox 
community’s resilience were able to transform this grave crisis into a conser-
vation success story. Te fox’s decline was attributed to predation by Golden 
Eagles (Aquila chrysaetos), but the trail doesn’t end here. Te chief reason 
Golden Eagles became resident breeders on the Channel Islands was that 
an ecological niche was left open for them by the precipitous decline of Bald 
Eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus). Golden Eagles and Bald Eagles are both 
opportunistic hunters, but whereas the former typically prey on terrestrial 
small mammals and birds, the latter predominantly ate fsh and therefore 
left the foxes alone. Bald Eagles had declined precipitously on the island 
due to use of DDT (Dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane—a widely used 
synthetic insecticide) and the introduction of non-native grazers by humans. 
Following this naturalcultural breadcrumb trail from the Channel Island 
Fox thus leads us to extractive relationships imposed on the land by 
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settler-colonial communities. As this story of cascading intra-action illus-
trates, multispecies ecocultural efects reverberate through many layers and 
indirect relationships, in odd and unexpected combinations, rather than 
always through immediate and direct causal connections. 

Tis afective lesson in going beyond the dualities of researcher/researched 
and normative/decolonial knowledge systems meant confronting what I call 
the “classifcatory conundrum”—the question of how to acknowledge and 
integrate the terrible history behind oppressed biopolitical identity categories 
without reinforcing them. Donna Haraway’s notion of “situated knowledges,” 
Kim TallBear’s suggestion of “standing with” marginalized knowledge creators 
and the Channel Island Fox’s intra-active glitching of the researcher/researched 
duality sympoetically worked together to show me a pathway. I am convinced 
that a methodological pathway derived from a sympoesis of these three ideas 
has important theoretical, methodological, ethical and political ramifcations 
beyond EH and multispecies studies. As academics around the world grapple 
with communicating the importance of uplifting the lives and cultures of 
historically marginalized peoples, they face a populist backlash for seeming 
to retrench those very categories in the process. Instead of this awkward and 
contradictory management of identity politics, the pragmatic and ethical 
process of standing with situated knowledges stresses to everyone the general 
ecocultural systemic benefts of being more attentive to all sorts of viable 
knowledge perspectives, including both normative and non-normative ecocul-
turally productive knowledge traditions. In addition to accomplishing better 
and “thicker” accounts of multispecies co-becomings and intra-actions without 
getting mired in identity politics, the situated “bodies” that multispecies studies 
methods “stand with” also allow this book and the lab to instigate ontological, 
afective and material “turns” in its approaches. Tese turns involve testing 
methods that connect meaning to matter, to study how culture deeply afects 
mortal and/or material bodies, lives and ecosystems of diferent kinds, and 
vice versa. 

In line with the four premises briefy described above, and methods such 
as naturalcultural discourse analysis and multispecies thick-mapping, potential 
future topics of focus via the lab’s research output will include (but are not 
limited to): 

• Examining cultural and embodied pathways that lead to nature-distancing 
and nature-connectedness 

• Analyzing the efects of national and transnational biopolitical/ecopolitical 
discourses and practices on lives, bodies and ecocultural systems 

• Investigating cascading ecocultural efects: material impacts, cultural 
paradigms and transformations in various periods 

• Revaluing multispecies perspectives and relationships (plant, animal, 
humanimal, fungal, microbial) 

• Studying global and Mediterranean migrations as ecocultural phenomena 
• Fostering global Indigenous and postcolonial epistemologies 
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• Analyzing unsustainable local and global extractive practices of new and old 
colonialisms 

• Locating and celebrating diverse global examples of trans-species justice, 
care and kinship 

• Teorizing human and “more than human” mediatic relations in the 
Cybercene 

• Examining cultural, spiritual and philosophical traditions on nature/culture/ 
multispecies relations 

• Visualizing and narrating ecocultural systems via multiscalar and thick-time 
approaches 

• Exploring Thick/Deep/Ecological/Geological/Cyclical/Cosmic/ 
Nonhuman vs Historical (anthropocentric) Time 

• Locating terracentric (land) versus marine and archipelagic perspectives 

Te Cybercene as a Multispecies Ecocultural Gathering Principle 

Tis book has three primary goals. Its frst is to enhance EH by decolonizing 
the feld and more frmly decentering (yet not erasing) anthropocentric 
perspectives via a multispecies studies approach. Its second is to propose new 
multispecies studies methods through analyses of case studies and multi-
disciplinary work done in the Multispecies Futures Lab. Its third is to investigate 
ecocultural systems in the context of our digitally connected world. To accom-
plish this third aim, I devised the term Cybercene to provide a new gathering 
principle to study the current ecocultural era in our planetary history.54 Roughly 
encompassing the frst two decades of the twenty-frst century and still 
ongoing, I defne the Cybercene as a pivotal period of recolonization in which 
de-situated online onscreen realities, digital representations and narratives 
have quickly and efectively transformed identities and substituted the value 
of actual bodies and living habitats.55 I  surmise that ecological damage is 
accelerated and mediated through a series of cascading efects, feedback loops 
and resonances that profoundly link human-media habits with multispecies 
destinies via cultures of nature-disconnectedness. 

Tere has been a decades-long proliferation of jargon in EH that uses the 
sufx “-cene” to impress upon us the geological and planetary efects of 
detrimental human activity (plantationocene, negrocene, capitalocene, homog-
enocene, etc.) and others that refect alternative possibilities (for example, 
symbiocene, urbanocene and chthulucene). I want to add to this list only if 
it serves as a useful analytic gathering place for specifc future research that 
is currently not being given enough focus. I therefore put forward Cybercene 
as a new ecocultural term. I  do not intend to propose a new geological era, 
nor am I  hoping to place a Golden Spike that will mark its beginning. 
Hopefully I  will convince readers that there is a use for Cybercene as a 
generative and creative term to better contextualize multispecies relationships 
today. Indeed, I  deploy the term Cybercene on the premise that naming, 
understanding and addressing the digital naturalcultural transformation can 
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be a springboard to allow us to locate and deploy more efective pathways to 
address some of the major crises and opportunities of our era, just as the 
broader ecocultural analysis of Wi’ma Island’s ecocultural systems could 
provide added resonance and visibility to this rich biocultural space. While 
the novelty of the term does have value, far more important to me is 
Cybercene’s utility as a gathering principle to foster “tentacular”56 and “sympo-
etic” collaborative thinking about ecocultural and multispecies wellbeing. 
Chapters 3 and 4 examine this new era in great detail, analyzing the profound 
and intimate connections between our media habits and their personal/ 
psychological, cultural, political ecological and multispecies implications. 
Intentionally situated in approach and global in scope, this chapter illustrates 
the underlying causes and mechanisms of the Cybercene practices of othering, 
commodifcation and wasting. 

Unlike most of the burgeoning humanistic research within the digital 
humanities focused on socio-cultural, economic and philosophical questions 
surrounding the digital revolution, my work here and in my lab focuses on 
ecocultural (environmental and cultural) consequences of the Cybercene era 
by collapsing the nature/culture and human/nonhuman dualities that are 
foundational assumptions within most other theoretical approaches. Indeed, 
an ecocultural approach to understanding the Cybercene via the lab’s projects 
brings to light the intimate entanglements between two contemporary 
phenomena that have tended to be studied separately within the confnes of 
strict disciplinary boundaries: climate change, habitat destruction and biodi-
versity collapse on the one hand (investigated via the various biological, Earth 
and environmental sciences), and contemporary media/culture/identity-based 
polarization, confict and violence on the other (as studied in the social sciences 
and the humanities). My critique of this era is not a critique of technology 
per se, but a questioning of its unrefective use in our daily lives and its 
unplanned and unregulated global deployment for proft. In a seminal newer 
work on the study of technology and nature, the 2017 edited volume General 
Ecology: Te New Ecological Paradigm, Erich Hörl advocates for a new general 
ecology that studies the reality of our “new cybernetic natural state”—where 
self-regulating digital systems manage and organize our lives.57 Hörl contrasts 
general ecology with restrictive ecology, a feld that has the traditional narrow 
focus of the environmental sciences. My work adds to and complements this 
conversation because I  propose that the two contemporary phenomena of 
accelerated cultural and ecological damage are related through our new digital 
mediatic practices. I argue that the dramatically inward-looking and narrowed-
down psychic focus of our screen-based lives gives us a diferent kind of 
attentiveness, leading to the capture-and-control of attentions, afects and 
meanings. By showing how mediatic-psychic intra-actions are co-becoming 
processes, each one infuencing the other, I  move in the opposite direction 
from that taken by Hörl to explore nature-technology connections. I subsume 
tech practices within other kinds of indirect and cascading ecological relation-
ships, rather than subsuming ecological processes within a new cybernetic 
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understanding of the world. I also restrict my use of the prefx eco- and the 
word ecological to a non-metaphorical use of the terms; they represent 
embodied multispecies naturalcultural relationships and processes. Te digital 
component is an element, a subset, of these multispecies naturalcultural rela-
tionships rather than the other way around. Further research approaches 
traveling in both directions are urgently needed. 

In addition to marking the end of the postcolonial interlude, I would also 
suggest that the advent of the Cybercene is a departure from the modernism/ 
postmodernism duality that has been central to academic and cultural debates 
about culture in the twentieth century. Te Cybercene human–tech 
co-becoming—with its associated hyperconvergence, hyper-personalization 
and reactionary formation of insular identitarian communities—suggests a 
new ecocultural era where structuralist, post-structuralist and decolonial epis-
temologies coexist, co-opt, clash and generate polarized enclaves. Te 
ecocultural efects of this Cybercene “post-post-structuralist” situation provide 
opportunities for new kinds of connection and also far greater possibilities 
for mediatic/psychic experiences of distancing, de-situation and epistemic 
paranoia, due to the often de-situated nature of the content generated by 
digital cyberscreen knowledge-machines. Furthermore, in Chapters 3 and 4, 
we will also explore the hypothesis that increasingly exclusive reliance on 
screen-based relationships is leading to a breakdown in naturalcultural rela-
tionships of care and kinship, due to increasing physical enclaving from actual 
bodies, lives and ecosystems. In short, we are witnessing a return to new/old 
forms of normative—colonial epistemic—discursive and afective frameworks 
and practices. It is important for me to underline that while these are typical 
Cybercene trends, the actual digital tools that shape these practices are their 
means rather than their cause. Indeed, in Chapters 5 and 6 I will also examine 
instances where Cybercene mediatic practices are ethically glitched to aid 
embodied multispecies forms of meaning-making, care and kinship. 

May the (Multispecies) Love Go On 

Whenever our paths cross, I  still ask the students who joined me in our 
multispecies journey to Wi’ma if “the Island is still within them.” Tis book 
and its cojoined lab’s projects are my way of investigating how academic 
research and our everyday ecocultural attitudes, afects and practices can gain 
by listening to what the real and metaphorical “Island” has to tell us. We are 
enveloped by and deeply integrated within so many naturalcultural spaces, so 
many complex multiscalar ecocultural systems. Most of us have the great 
fortune of (still) having access to the “Island” at all times, right where we are, 
wherever we are. Many systems are damaged, but most still have a chance— 
naturalcultural systems do bounce back when given a fghting chance, 
sometimes extremely quickly.58 

Naturalcultural attentiveness teaches us that we can surely no longer 
continue to sustain rigid hierarchical epistemological divisions such as human/ 
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nonhuman, culture/nature, and meaning/matter—with the concepts in bold 
usually being given greater cultural value. As I have outlined in the Introduction 
and this frst chapter, foundational cultural dichotomies are fnally being 
questioned by newer research in subfelds such as EH, multispecies/animal/ 
plant studies, Indigenous studies, posthumanism,59 new materialism and post-
colonial studies. However, as is hopefully evident via these initial thoughts, 
there is tremendous unrealized potential to integrate these newer frameworks 
and approaches within university research, teaching and community 
engagement. 

Could the “passionate immersion” and multispecies “arts of attentiveness” 
cultivated by my students “situated” on Wi’ma Island become the norm rather 
than the exception for everyone and anyone, in our approach to understanding 
our amazing multispecies communities? Could these kinds of explorations, 
which seek to practice better multispecies ethics of care and hold more inclu-
sive conceptualizations of kinship, not greatly expand the remit and impact 
of the humanities and sciences? Anna Tsing urges the continued growth of 
“new science studies” that include passionate immersion within material-
cultural matrices: 

Once such immersion was allowed only to natural scientists, and 
mainly on the condition that the love didn’t show. Te critical inter-
vention of this new science studies is that it allows learnedness in 
natural science and all the tools of the arts to convey passionate 
connection. […] Writers of this new genre, including myself, are 
excited by the chance to trespass across the boundaries between the 
natural sciences and the humanities.60 

With Tsing’s exquisite vision of disciplinary “trespassing” in mind, I have 
sought in this frst chapter to illustrate very briefy why and how natureculture, 
intra-action and co-becoming are ecocultural processes that should be accorded 
far greater importance by researchers and educators. Tese initial thoughts 
also seek to demonstrate why a coalition of situated knowledges from the 
environmental and multispecies humanities, environmental sciences, ecocriti-
cism and cultural studies (but also law, economics, political science, government, 
business, medicine and other felds) can work together to better understand 
and communicate complex relationships between bio- and eco-politicized 
Selves and Others in the Anthropocene, while also avoiding the quagmire of 
rigid identity- and species-based disciplinary siloes. Another trespass that is 
urgently needed is one that breaks the boundaries between academic and 
public environments—these deeply afective and afecting multispecies 
learning and exploration experiences should become a public right again, 
rather than a privilege of the fortunate few. 

Are we willing to expand our attentiveness beyond purely textual cultures 
or purely biomaterial systems to also explore various co-becomings of biocul-
tures on all scales, from the microbial to the planetary? Are we able to 
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recognize old and new forms of multispecies capture-and-control? Can we 
each live within a multispecies paradigm to bring back value and visibility to 
often disregarded naturalcultural relationships? Will we be okay with letting 
love show in our work and our lives? Te rewards of nurturing these rational, 
diverse and unashamedly loving experimental approaches to understanding 
naturecultures are both immediate and immense. Can multispecies attentive-
ness, care and love overcome powerful wielders of money, privilege, relentless 
greed and infuence? Perhaps. I am not so sure sometimes. We can only hope 
and do our small part. We owe it to the vast, vibrant and vulnerable multi-
species lives that still thrive on this planet to try and love in any capacity, 
great or small, despite and against the odds stacked against us. 
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Capture-and-Control 

If humans are to have a future on Earth, it will have to be a multispecies 
future—or none at all. 

Unrelenting past and present multispecies colonialisms—the acute 
capture-and-control of all lives (human and non) for the extremely unequal 
accumulation and concentration of resources and power—has caused so much 
sufering, damage and waste. Tis chapter will explore past forms of natural-
cultural colonialisms in order to better recognize the ecocultural roots of 
present-day multispecies inattentiveness, damage and relentless capture-and-
control for proft in the Cybercene, which will be examined in the next chapter. 
I will focus on my ecocultural defnition of colonialisms to embark on a brief 
archeology of the epistemic, afective and psychic capture-and-control of 
naturalcultural bodies, lives and ecosystems. I  specifcally analyze diferent 
forms of afective and discursive capture-and-control via the mediatic mecha-
nisms of a prime colonial multispecies spectacle—the multispecies 
zoo—highlighting them as crucial sites for the “reciprocal capture” of colonial 
ecocultural meanings and identities. Tese explorations are not meant to be 
exhaustive, but indicative and illustrative of a colonial attitude towards multi-
species bodies, lives and ecocultural systems. As we will see in subsequent 
chapters, the basic underlying mechanisms present in these historical colonial 
forms of multispecies capture-and-control profoundly reverberate in our 
contemporary lives. 

On Zoos and Glitches: Capture-and-Control 
and Running Away 

In order to fully explore colonial othering practices and the intimate relation-
ships between colonial mass-mediatic representations and actual multispecies 
bodies, lives, landscapes and ecocultural systems, and to describe moments 
when colonial systems falter, I would like to use two concepts: capture-and-
control and running away.1 Tese terms were inspired by Daniel Vandersommers’ 
book Entangled Encounters at the National Zoo, which analyzes the multispecies 
ecocultural entanglements of the National Zoo in Washington, D.C. In this 
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book, the author skillfully analyzes both the natural/material lives and cultural/ 
intangible values of zoo animals: 

Te book shows how zoo animals always ran away from the zoo. 
I  mean this literally. Animals escaped frequently […] Even more 
though, I  mean this fguratively. Living, breathing, historical, zoo 
animals ran away from their cultural constructions, and these construc-
tions ran away from the living bodies they were supposed to represent.2 

In his book, Vandersommers harnesses the opposition between capturing and 
escaping to investigate deeper questions of multispecies agency and to examine 
the cultural implications of showcasing animals in a metropolis of paramount 
political and cultural power. Loosely inspired by this premise, I have devised 
the term “capture-and-control” to describe colonial othering actions in the 
interconnected contexts of 1) multispecies identity-based biocultural and 
ecocultural domination and stereotyping (on the basis of constructed identities 
of race, gender, nationality, indigeneity, speciesism, etc.) as well as 2) the 
biological hierarchical classifcation of life. Colonial biocultural stereotyping 
and hierarchical species classifcation may seem like separate cultural processes. 
However, I hope to demonstrate in this chapter that they actually have deeply 
intra-active, cascading connections and feedback loops that connect them 
quite intimately into the complex matrix of a naturalcultural “regime of mean-
ings.” In contrast to capture-and-control, “running away,” characterizes 
unexpected moments when diferent lively agents escape seemingly intractable 
colonial regimes’ control. Te mechanisms of this powerful and liberatory 
agential power are examined in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6. 

Colonialisms: An Ecocultural Defnition 

It occurred to me one day that the Portuguese, French and British didn’t 
really come to my country of origin, India, to seek out Indians. Tey came 
to fnd a marvelous collection of fragrant multispecies treasures: spices such 
as pepper (Piper nigrum), cinnamon (Cinnamomum verum), cloves (Syzygium 
aromaticum) and nutmeg (Myristica fragrans). Te human Indians were actu-
ally an annoyance, standing in the way of getting to these multispecies plant 
lives cheaply or for free. For the British East India Company, the beneft of 
harnessing the cheap or free labor power of a colonized human population 
came as an afterthought, however desirable. Settler-colonial communities in 
my adopted country, the United States, did not move West seeking Native 
American communities. Tey came looking for gold or land; the Indigenous 
communities were simply “in the way.” It is with these thoughts in mind that, 
in the Introduction, I defned colonialisms as 

past and present afective, epistemic, discursive, psychic and material 
practices of distancing, domination and control practiced by individual 
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or group command economies upon culturally and ecologically 
Othered multispecies bodies, lives and ecosystems, in order to extract 
and exploit these as material or labor resources for proft. 

While their modes and methods of domination can difer, I  would like to 
characterize all variations of colonialisms (for example settler-colonialism, 
ethno-state-led imperialism, internal colonialisms within nation states directed 
at their own citizens, domination on an individual level such as bullying) as 
having one thing in common—they all encompass the daylight robbery of 
othered lives, bodies and ecosystems for the accumulation of proft. And they 
all encompass ways of “meaning-making” that represent these bodies, lives 
and ecocultural systems as the Other, and therefore available and ready for 
capture-and-control. Tis chapter explores some of ways these de-situated 
discursive and afective manipulations of representation were carried out, along 
with the ecosystemic consequences of these representations. 

A cultural studies understanding of both individual and collective forms 
of colonialism gives crucial importance to the afective, psychic and cultural 
preconditions/orientations of colonial intervention that compel and justify the 
actions of “capture-and-control.” I will go on to explore instances of material-
ecological multispecies theft via colonial practices in later chapters. However, 
the afective, psychic and discursive elements of colonialisms are both less 
obvious and form the most complex and important part of this chapter’s 
investigations of the ecocultural consequences of multispecies colonialisms of 
all kinds. Fortunately, we can rely on the scholarship of the many postcolonial 
theorists who have dug deep into the colonial mindset, exploring the under-
lying desires, fantasies and mental justifcations used to deploy colonial, 
individual and institutional power to dominate and capture-and-control colo-
nized Others. Te original contribution of this project to that ongoing 
anti-colonial and decolonial analysis is to demonstrate the deeply multispecies 
goals and consequences of colonialisms (remember the spices!), and to place 
the Cybercene era as a continuation and rejuvenation of multispecies colonial 
epistemics, afects and practices. Mass media texts in all shapes and forms 
provide essential data via which all these forms of epistemic, discursive, psychic 
and afective colonial relationships can be analyzed and understood. 
Consequently, this project also places the current A.I. revolution within the 
tradition of multispecies and multi-kind ecocultural mediatic colonialisms. If 
social and cultural identities are fundamentally relational (“I am who I think 
I  am and who others think I  am”), then outsourcing epistemic meaning-
making and identity-making to opaque generative algorithmic processes and 
de-situated communities will have profound efects on our relationships with 
our selves, each other and all our multispecies kin. Tis notion of Colonial-
Cybercene will be further explored in Chapter 3. 

Foundational postcolonial theorists such as Edward Said, Homi K. Bhabha 
and Robert J.C. Young highlight how colonial extraction, exploitation and 
extermination have somehow to be psychically and culturally justifed by the 
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perpetrators.3 Teir qualitative methodologies read the colonial political appa-
ratus as a question of personal mindset at the level of the individual, and 
then connect these private questions of constructed and imagined identity 
and culture to the shapes and destinies of larger authoritarian organizations 
and institutions of all political orientations. I call all these forms of colonial 
individual and collective agency “command economies” in my defnition of 
colonialisms, because that is what they are—centralized desire machines for the 
organized and efcient accumulation of resources, labor and power. Said, 
Bhabha and Young explain how the violence of taking without asking is 
rationalized via an elaborate system of mental gymnastics that have both 
psychic (in the individual) and discursive-cultural (in both individuals and 
entire societies) dimensions. For example, Said’s concept of Orientalism 
describes how cultural products (images, ideas and values) relentlessly imagine 
and represent colonial lands and peoples as inferior, savage and exotic, thus 
justifying the civilizing mission of the more “advanced” colonizing powers or 
nations. Said’s colonial discourse analysis is founded on a Foucauldian under-
standing of the intimate connection between knowledge creation, discourse 
and power. Te creation of an inferior “Other” that is fundamentally abject 
in comparison to the superior “Self ” is a prominent precondition of the 
extractive actions that are subsequently carried out. Bhabha’s and Young’s 
important and original contributions to this line of analysis are to characterize 
this discursive manipulation, which othered bodies, lives and ecocultural 
systems, as both cause and efect of psychic maneuvers of colonial self-
justifcation, involving a strategic denial of colonial cruelties that permits the 
deployment of a colonial desire machine to partake in the free and open “all 
you can eat” bufet of resources that ensues. All three scholars mentioned 
above are foundational to the method of naturalcultural discourse analysis, as 
they indicate methodological directions scholars can take to understand 
“culture” (and the various regimes of meaning) as the foundational terrain 
upon which actions of material multispecies damage (or care) are carried out. 
Tis kind of naturalcultural discourse analysis of colonial systems of thought 
and practice truly unveils how and why humans are such potent ecocultural 
protagonists in the Anthropocene. 

I should also like to add to this list of colonial psychic, discursive and 
afective mechanisms of domination a third important yet underappreciated 
feature: that of colonial forms of kinship. It is not often discussed that what 
unites colonizing communities is not only hatred, fear and disavowal of the 
colonized Others, but also a carefully cultivated and pernicious colonial identity 
of kinship and solidarity based on commonly held bio- or eco-politically 
imagined identities (familial, racial, national, gender, religious, tribal, etc.) and 
discourses (manifest destiny, national pride, modernization, progress, develop-
ment, etc.). Te colonial mindset that can keep even the colonized in their 
oppressed state quite willingly is often maintained via the careful cultivation 
of an insidious form of identifcation and solidarity with the “greater” colonial 
cause. Colonialist “imagined communities” can also be formed by way of a 
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contradictory process, in which autopoetic kinship is generated.4 Tis can be a 
very isolating form of kinship in which the individual or nation engages in 
a closed-loop paranoid mechanism through a discourse of individual or collec-
tive victimhood.Te resulting manufactured self-pity is used to justify colonial 
violence without, and totalitarian solidarity within. 

Lastly, yet fundamental to this list of the discursive strategies that underpin 
colonial-cultural practices of multispecies theft, is the cultivation of a discourse 
of an imagined “surplus.” Very often, one will notice in colonial mediatic 
interventions an insistence (hidden or direct) on representing colonized lands 
as rare, yet resource-abundant, containing a fantasized surplus that can cater 
to a magically unlimited supply of multispecies material and/or labor power. 
Tese discourses of surplus/lack are also often gendered, usually with a strictly 
male heteronormative projection of imagined sexual (or generally, libidinous) 
rewards, available in those colonized imagined spaces. Surplus is psychically 
paired with its opposite, lack. Te quantifying of these imagined bounties can 
be purposefully vague or meticulously specifc—however, none of it is based 
on the actual reality of the limited nature of the resource, nor is the ecosys-
temic “collateral damage” that will be caused to obtain it considered. Tese 
situated details vanish within the fog of colonial fantasies of domination and 
abundance. Sometimes these discourses of surplus in colonized spaces will be 
coupled with discourses of scarcity and lack within the homeland, thus further 
justifying theft. 

When put together, all four cultural-discursive-psychic mechanisms of 
colonial-cultural capture-and-control of multispecies lives, bodies and ecocul-
tural systems described above (multispecies othering, epistemic and afective 
distancing, colonial kinship and imagined surplus) serve this specifc book 
project perfectly by demonstrating how colonial-cultural storymaking and 
storytelling need to constantly de-situate knowledge in order to make violent 
extractive actions psychically palatable. In today’s Cybercene era, explored in 
the next chapter, these discursive and psychic processes of multispecies domi-
nation and theft become even more crucial, since digital mediatic forms allow 
a far greater reach, depth and fnesse of de-situated knowledges—i.e., knowl-
edges untethered from the material and embodied situated realities of actual 
lives, bodies and ecosystems in order to devalue and, therefore, extract as 
much proft as possible from, multispecies lives, bodies and ecosystems. 

A Brief Archeology of Mediatic Naturalcultural Capture-and-Control 

Capture-and-control of meaning through mediatic discourse, and therefore 
of bodies and lives via restricted manufactured spaces of belonging, is not a 
new phenomenon. Te presence, circulation and management of media could 
be said to be the constitutive characteristic of modernity, and of modern 
colonialisms. It was certainly a defning factor of the age of European colo-
nization of the known world. Te birth of the printing press in the ffteenth 
century provided true mass circulation of images for the frst time in Europe, 
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thus spurring new ways of collectively understanding the world and creating 
a collective cultural context for a powerful push towards modernized global 
command economies via empire-building, which transformed and enriched 
bodies, lives, spaces and ecosystems in the “Old” world by exploiting, exter-
minating and extracting from other bodies, lives, spaces and ecosystems in 
the “New” world. Colonial discourses of the inferiority of native populations 
were key to the success of the colonial enterprise that began with the Age 
of Exploration. 

It was mass-media discourse that represented and therefore “made real” 
the New World as “new” to its audiences in sixteenth-century Europe— 
although I  suspect that its Indigenous people would certainly not have 
considered their world to be much of a novelty. Tese “othering” practices 
continued and still continue today—after all, it was the circulation of images 
(later on, via mass media) that made the Global South the “Tird World” in 
postcolonial relationships between richer and poorer nations. Independent 
postcolonial nations of the Global South are now outcompeting their historical 
colonizers in othering and commodifying the multispecies lives of their own 
multispecies citizens in the same mode of development, even within demo-
cratic frameworks. Te ubiquitous presence of such forms of internalized 
colonial autophagy demonstrates the deep penetration of ecocultural colonial 
mindsets that view naturalcultural lives, bodies and ecocultural systems as 
resources rather than relationships. 

During the inception and rapid growth of global colonial land grabbing, 
Euro-American circulation of image-and-word narratives of “othered” 
peoples’ and ecosystems’ inferior and/or exotic/inhuman/bestial qualities were 
fundamental to successful and systemic exploitation. Te efective projection 
of the inferiority of native peoples as “scientifc fact” was decisive in the 
global tussle between colonizing powers and colonized people for whose 
knowledge, understanding and perspective on the world would win. Deployed 
for and by European colonial populations through newly afordable printed 
words and images, these pseudo-empirical narratives of the inferiority of 
one group versus the superiority of another created a sound mediatic-cultural 
ecosystem to morally justify atrocities for proft. Indeed, the history of the 
biological sciences and their mania for employing classifcation systems as 
a way to create order and knowledge about newly discovered species has 
fnally been studied for its many entanglements within the economies of 
colonial empires.5 Robert J.C. Young describes how colonial obsession with 
racial classifcations and racial purity was intimately connected to psychic 
infatuation with placing relative value and desire upon the newly subjugated 
local populations: 

It was through the category of race that colonialism itself was theo-
retically focussed, represented and justifed in the nineteenth century, 
it was also through racial relations that much cultural interaction was 
practiced. Te ideology of race, a semiotic system in the guise of 
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ethnology, the “science of races,” from the 1840s onwards necessarily 
worked according to a doubled logic, according to which it both 
enforced and policed the diferences between the whites and the 
non-whites, but at the same time focussed fetishistically upon the 
product of the contacts between them. Colonialism was always locked 
into the machine of desire […] Folded within the scientifc accounts 
of race, a central assumption and paranoid fantasy was endlessly 
repeated: the uncontrollable sexual drive of the non-white races and 
their limitless fertility.6 

Te “machine of desire” described by Young is fundamental in understanding 
the cyclical and looping nature of colonial command economies—its turbines 
being the afective and discursive generation of an imagined surplus which 
is “there for the taking.” Note also how these kinds of colonial fantasies are 
called “paranoid,” by Young, as I  will bring up the concept of both fantasy 
(magical thinking) and paranoia in Chapters 3 and 4. Te race-based psychic 
and cultural obsessions analyzed by Young, which were created and reinforced 
through “classifcatory discourses,” are well demonstrated by examples such 
as the casta system in colonial Latin America (Fig. 2.1). Tese systems were 
deeply connected to rationalizing discourses that ultimately bolstered economic 
obsessions and the subjugation of lives for proft via a split and oscillating 
discourse of opposite afects: racialized disgust and desire. 

Notice how the placement of the bodies moves from whiter bodies on the 
top left to the blackest bodies on the bottom right. Te specifcally vertical 
ordering of the bodies via skin color in the illustration above shows not only 
the obsessive classifcation of races into minute gradations, but also reveals the 
hierarchical ordering of these classifed lives.Such vertical hierarchical structures 
of mapping the complexity of life are indirectly mirrored even today via the 
“trophic pyramid” that depicts ecosystems in school biology textbooks, where 
the “apex predator” is supported by a variety of organisms below it (Fig. 2.2). 

Vertical and hierarchical ordering of life via Linnaean classifcation systems 
serves pragmatic purposes. Tese classifcation systems are elaborate, moving 
from the largest of categories (domain) through progressively smaller catego-
ries of similarly related forms of life (kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, 
genus, species and lastly, in some cases, sub-species). Te Linnaean system is 
useful in listing and tracking the incredible diversity of life that our planet 
harbors. It also allows kinship bonds to be visualized, since the further down 
one goes on this scale, the more “closely related” organisms are to those in 
the same category. Perhaps even more importantly, for colonial strategies of 
Othering, such classifciation systems can be harnessed and curated to narrate 
Otherness, both human and non. For example, in a study on European 
conceptualizations of New World natives after 1492, Marcy Norton persua-
sively describes how culturally divergent ways of relating and interacting with 
animals became a primary catalyst and tether that bolstered colonial narratives 
of an exotic Indigenous Other.7 
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Figure 2.1 Las castas. Casta painting showing 16 racial groupings. Anonymous, Museo 
Nacional del Virreinato, Tepotzotlán, Mexico. (Wikimedia Commons) 

Trophic levels help visualize the basic ecological direct relationships between 
organisms in a food chain in any given ecosystem. However, there are three 
important problems with the often simplistic cultural interpretation of these 
linear and vertical visualizations of relationships between multispecies life: 1) 
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Figure 2.2 Trophic pyramid depicting ecosystem energy exchanges between diferent 
levels of life. (Wikimedia Commons) 

they create a semblance of a rigid pecking order of superior-versus-inferior 
beings, with top predators and more “complex” creatures valued more than 
those at the more “primitive” bottom of the chain, 2) they instate a broader 
discourse that naturalizes and justifes multispecies colonial domination and 
optimized proft. Some of its commonly used catchphrases are strategically 
improper applications of Darwinian theory, such as “survival of the fttest,” 
“the big fsh eats the little fsh,” “alpha male,” 3) By focusing on distancing 
and separation, they render completely invisible the complex web of intra-
activity that actually exists in ecocultural systems, with hundreds of “unexpected 
collaborations and combinations” of indirect efects, cascading efects, feedback 
loops and positive or negative reinforcements. Tis is why they are thin-
accounts of naturalcultural spaces. Hierarchical knowledge structures such as 
the examples given above are the foundation for the capture-and-control of 
multispecies lives deemed inferior, both human and non. Crucially, they all 
focus on classifcation and diferentiation visually, rather than on the deeply 
intra-active connections between various “levels”—those direct and indirect 
ecological and ecocultural efects we have already discussed 

It would be useful at this point to consider all these illustrations under 
the umbrella mediatic genre of the map. We could defne all naturalcultural 
art and media, i.e. creative representations of our worldviews vis-à-vis other 
bodies, lives and ecosystems (human and non), as diferent forms of map-
making: these include actual maps, but also Linnaean classifcation charts, 
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travel literature, letters, paintings or journalistic accounts. Multispecies 
thick-maps, in this context, propose themselves as ethical glitches that 
operate within this media supergenre. Indeed, colonial epistemic and 
economic “conquests” were strategically couched not only via images of 
hierarchically ordered life (a map of life), but also within weighty intel-
lectual discourses (for example, those of faith) in order to gain complete 
legitimacy. For example, the papal bull promulgated by Pope Alexander VI 
in 1493 grants legal rights to newly discovered lands in the West so that 
“the Catholic faith and the Christian religion be exalted and be everywhere 
increased and spread, that the health of souls be cared for and that barbarous 
nations be overthrown and brought to the faith itself.”8 Tese bulls (or 
edicts) were not simply abstract articles of faith, but used as legal precedence 
to displace, disinherit and render homeless millions of Native Americans. 
In 1823 the Supreme Court of the United States forged these articles into 
a legal concept called the Doctrine of Discovery to dispossess Indigenous 
communities from their lands. Tese original papal bulls were formally 
repudiated by Pope Francis in 2023, exactly a year after his visit to Canada 
where he met several representatives of Indigenous tribes.9 Tese examples 
of psychic, cultural and political discursive “tricks” certainly do not lead to 
the conclusion that all matters of colonial science, law, faith and philosophy 
are implicated in oppressive systems of multispecies domination. However, 
understanding how pseudo-scientifc narratives or the strategic unethical 
application of cultural and scientifc principles were weaponized to 
capture-and-control, racialize/bestialize and “other” colonized peoples and 
ecosystems is key to connecting colonial epistemologies and afects with 
constitutive actions of ecosystemic pillage. After all, dispossessing subhuman 
or barely civilized humans of their freedom, dignity, land, culture and 
ecosystems was (and still is) far more palatable than doing so to lives of 
equal value to “us.” One recurring illustration of such a multispecies 
“othering” story is that of the Blemmyes—mythical creatures with faces 
growing out of their chests that were said to live in Africa. Fig. 2.3 shows 
an engraving of these fantastic humanimals in a 1603 German edition of 
Sir Walter Raleigh’s Te Discovery of Guiana, 1595. 

Tese headless humans, probably described for the frst time by Herodotus 
in his Histories, make a very curious return in Sir Walter Raleigh’s travel 
accounts of his voyage to Guyana: 

Tere is also another goodly river beyond Caroli which is called Arui, 
which also runneth through the lake Cassipa, and falleth into 
Orenoque farther west, making all that land between Caroli and Arui 
an island; which is likewise a most beautiful country. Next unto Arui 
there are two rivers Atoica and Caura, and on that branch which is 
called Caura are a nation of people whose heads appear not above 
their shoulders; which though it may be thought a mere fable, yet for 
mine own part I am resolved it is true, because every child in the provinces 
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Figure 2.3 An engraving of the fantastical “Blemmyes” in a 1603 German edition of 
Sir Walter Raleigh’s Te Discovery of Guiana, 1595. (Wikimedia Commons) 

of Aromaia and Canuri afrm the same. Tey are called Ewaipanoma; 
they are reported to have their eyes in their shoulders, and their 
mouths in the middle of their breasts, and that a long train of hair 
groweth backward between their shoulders.10 

Language is manipulated carefully here (“I am resolved it is true” and “every 
child can afrm the same”) to gloss between observed fact and manufactured 
fantasy/rumor/myth in order to convince the reader of the undeniably marve-
lous and therefore desirable and proftable nature of the new lands. Tis is 
fake news or alternative facts of the frst order, used to engage and set in 
motion the gears of collective colonial desire. Blurring the lines between fact 
and fantasy, knowledge and magic was a key feature in the othering of the 
colonial natives and their commodifcation, and thus extraction, exploitation 
and extermination on a planetary scale. 

Amerigo Vespucci was probably the greatest early professional “infu-
encer” of them all in the European Age of Exploration, besides being an 
actual traveler. He claimed to have been the frst to have known in 1501 
that the Europeans had discovered a new world rather than the East Indies, 
leading cartographer Martin Waldseemüller to recognize Vespucci’s accom-
plishments in 1507 by applying the Latinized form of America to a map 
showing the New World. Tis practice then spread to other maps, thus 
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canonizing and cementing Vespucci’s public relations success. Te 1503 
pamphlet Mundus Novus (New World), where he pretends to write to his 
patron, Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’ Medici, would be the frst of two 
mass-produced marketing products that Vespucci would release for wide 
circulation. Highly exaggerated, it contains the same pattern of strategic 
colonial fakery for multispecies proft that we have witnessed in Raleigh’s 
account of the Blemmyes. 

We have an initial claim to absolute truth, an exaggerated account posing 
as a rational knowledge claim: 

And these we may rightly call a new world. Because our ancestors 
had no knowledge of them, and it will be a matter wholly new to all 
those who hear about them. […] But that this their opinion is false 
and utterly opposed to the truth, this my last voyage has made 
manifest.11 

Tere is the magical multispecies depiction of a continent that contains an 
infnite surplus of biopower and ecopower (to be mined for proft): 

We knew that land to be a continent and not an island both because 
it stretches forth in the form of a very long and unbending coast, 
and because it is replete with infnite inhabitants. For in it we found 
innumerable tribes and peoples and species of all manner of wild 
beasts which are found in our lands and many others never seen by 
us concerning which it would take long to tell in detail.12 

We fnd the same distancing and diferentiating rhetorical movements of a 
multispecies map-narrative that will depict natives as both intensely desirable 
and terribly abhorrent at the same time: 

We found in those parts such a multitude of people as nobody could 
enumerate (as we read in the Apocalypse), a race I  say gentle and 
amenable. All of both sexes go about naked, covering no part of their 
bodies; and just as they spring from their mothers’ wombs so they 
go until death.Tey have indeed large square-built bodies, well formed 
and proportioned, and in color verging upon reddish. Tis I  think 
has come to them, because, going about naked, they are colored by 
the sun. Tey have, too, hair plentiful and black. In their gait and 
when playing their games they are agile and dignifed. Tey are comely, 
too, of countenance which they nevertheless themselves destroy; for 
they bore their cheeks, lips, noses and ears. Nor think those holes 
small or that they have one only. For some I have seen having in a 
single face seven borings any one of which was capable of holding a 
plum. Tey stop up these holes of theirs with blue stones, bits of 
marble, very beautiful crystals of alabaster, very white bones, and other 
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things artifcially prepared according to their customs. But if you 
could see a thing so unwonted and monstrous, that is to say a man 
having in his cheeks and lips alone seven stones some of which are 
a span and a half in length, you would not be without wonder. For 
I frequently observed and discovered that seven such stones weighed 
sixteen ounces, aside from the fact that in their ears, each perforated 
with three holes, they have other stones dangling on rings; and this 
usage applies to the men alone. For women do not bore their faces, 
but their ears only. Tey have another custom, very shameful and 
beyond all human belief. For their women, being very lustful, cause 
the private parts of their husbands to swell up to such a huge size 
that they appear deformed and disgusting; and this is accomplished 
by a certain device of theirs, the biting of certain poisonous animals. 
And in consequence of this many lose their organs which break 
through lack of attention, and they remain eunuchs.13 

Vespucci’s “letter” demonstrates the discursive, epistemic and afective patterns 
of a carefully crafted colonial form of de-situated knowledge. It contains the 
hallmarks of multispecies capture-and-control: the strategic convergence of 
fact and fantasy is magical thinking disguised as empirical observation. Tis 
is not simply fantastical storymaking and storytelling in the form of unstruc-
tured and spontaneous daydreaming, nor an incoherent madness, but a carefully 
constructed narrative map that ofer convenient lies to combat inconvenient 
or mundane truths. Tis kind of strategic fabulation consists of the deliberate 
deployment of discourses that are de-situated from actual lives, bodies, ecosys-
tems and realities to produce what Edward Said calls “knowledge of another 
kind”14 to that of historical knowledge.15 It is difcult not to conclude even 
via this brief exploration of colonial narratives that the diverse discursive 
strategies contained within primal colonial fabulations are intricate multispecies 
ones, where species and interspecies relations and characteristics of the entire 
chain of life (human and non) are ordered, catalogued and given meaning in 
order to plan for subsequent plunder. Te third and fourth chapters of this 
book will analyze this kind of manufactured and strategic epistemological 
insanity via digital media in more detail. 

Primal Colonial Spectacles: Multispecies Zoos, Ten and Now 

On July 13, 2013, Roberto Calderoli—one of the most sensationalist leaders 
of the anti-South, anti-immigrant Northern League party in Italy and Vice-
President of the Italian Senate in the Gianni Letta government—compared 
Cécile Kyenge, Italy’s frst Black minister, to an orangutan. I will analyze this 
instance of Colonial-Cybercene speech in much more detail in Chapter  4. 
For now, I would like readers to notice how this kind of discursive rhetoric 
eerily echoes a comment made more than two hundred years ago, this time 
by a scholar, Saint-Hilaire, about another famously fetishized female Black 
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body famously known as the “Hottentot Venus”; her Dutch-colonial name 
was Sarah (or Saartjie) Baartman. Her given birth name is lost to history, a 
victim of colonial cancellation. 

On April 1, 1815, Saint-Hilaire wrote a report after studying her displayed 
body in which “he compared her face with that of an orangutan and her 
posterior to that of the female mandrill.”16 Human–animal hybrids have been 
a source of willed fascination since ancient times, but these kinds of fantastical 
and paranoid images acquired a very diferent biocultural agenda at the height 
of European colonial conquest of the Global South, best encapsulated in the 
phenomenon of the human zoo. Tis colonial-cultural phenomenon has begun 
to be studied in all its complexity as an important site of the creation of 
colonial epistemologies of exploitation,17 but not much work has been done 
to fesh out its genealogical links to contemporary Cybercene otherings or 
its profoundly multispecies co-becoming, which I will do in the next chapter. 
I would like to classify and interpret historical multispecies zoos as a unique 
mediatic genre of colonial discourse and imagination. If it is indeed a genre, 
then one should be able to reveal its characteristics, properties, afective func-
tions and epistemic strategies. Tese parameters can then also be compared 
to modern digital genres of display, viewing and meaning-making— 
metaphorical zoos where multispecies lives can be safely accessed and 
controlled. With regard to actual zoos today, Haley N. Beer et al. discuss how 
their cultural role in contrast to the historical colonial genre has “expanded 
beyond entertainment and leisure, as present-day institutions are expected to 
fulfll missions of conservation and public education in addition to recreation.”18 

Tis evolution involves continued work by organizations such as the 
Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) to focus on animal welfare and 
care as well as conversation in situ and exsitu (in the wild) of species listed 
in the Species Survival Commission of the IUCN (International Union for 
Conservation of Nature).19 Since zoos, nature parks and other such urban 
and semi-urban contact-zones are inevitably crucial points of wild species-
connectedness in an increasingly city-focused global human population, it is 
hoped that humanistic felds such as Critical Zoo Studies and chapters such 
as this one can further the conversation on how to continue the gradual 
evolution of these spaces into sites of multispecies care rather than locations 
of highly controlled spectacle. 

Chokri Ben Chikha and Karel Arnaut situate the historical colonial spec-
tacle of the human zoo within a specifc time period, just before the dawn 
of mechanical reproduction of exotic images of simultaneous entertainment 
and racial othering: 

Te human zoo originated during the 19th century, prospering widely 
in Europe, the United States (US) and beyond, until the 1930s, which 
saw other mass media (radio, sound cinema) became the locus of 
transnational popular culture within which new ‘exotic’ genres (revue 
negre, jazz, etc.) rapidly gained popularity.20 
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Chikha and Arnaut describe how “staging” and “caging” are important frame-
works to understand how othering discourses were created within these 
spectacles: 

human zoos functioned in a panoptical system of distantiation 
(between the superior viewer and the subaltern “viewee”) and of 
diferentiation (among categories of viewees, i.e., the “tribal” or 
national “troupes”). […] Te human zoo thus operated in a process 
in which “staging” and “caging” are conjugated.21 

Te authors describe the stylized performative aspect expected from the zoo’s 
subjects by their viewers as the “staging” characteristic of these zoos, while 
the “caging” feature contains both material/embodied (the subjects are literally 
caged or restricted in space) and discursive dimensions (for example, the 
enclosure may be called a “village”). It is important to note how “seeing” in 
this highly curated form establishes epistemic and afective distancing.Mediatic 
control is carefully calibrated so that “looking back” is minimized or avoided. 
It is for these kinds of commonalities in strategy that colonial forms of imag-
ined multispecies geographies and Cybercene othering forms of digital 
infotainment (understood via my use of the term capture-and-control) can 
be analyzed together through the “staging-and-caging” framework of the 
human zoo. Both place importance on the value of the spectacle in providing 
efcient and impactful storymaking and storytelling. Te visual narration of 
these situated yet de-situated multispecies colonial spectacles serves in very 
careful and strategic ways to distance and diferentiate—important afective 
and psychic prerequisites that prefgure unethical colonial plunder. Te most 
powerful aspect of the colonial spectacle is also its most pernicious—the 
de-situation of knowledge while providing a semblance of situatedness in the 
staged and caged bodies, along with naturalized settings to even mimic 
the ecocultural systems of these bodies’ origins. In essence, this is the miracle 
of the carefully curated colonial spectacle: multispecies lives are irrevocably 
distanced while providing a semblance of deep intimacy. 

I fnd it useful to reconsider the term human zoo. Reformatting it will help 
us better understand the spectacle of caged-and-staged humans within an 
entire panoptical assemblage system of multispecies beings that were actually 
on display, juxtaposed next to each other. Indeed, these were multispecies zoos, 
including both humans and nonhumans in strategic thin-accounts of colonial 
narration. Gilles Boetsch and Pascal Blanchard tie human zoos to an older 
tradition of mediatic-epistemic organization—the wunderkammer or “cabinet 
of curiosities.” Fig. 2.4 shows a seventeenth-century work depicting one of 
these popular cabinets by Andrea Domenico Remps, an Italian painter of 
German or Flemish origin. 

Cabinets of curiosity, which frst appeared in the ffteenth century 
and were replaced in the nineteenth century by public collections and 
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  Figure 2.4 Domenico Remps, Cabinet of Curiosities, ca. 1690. (Wikimedia Commons) 

museums, were precursors to natural history museums. […] In this 
context, the idea of organizing the world according to knowledge as 
opposed to theology frst emerged.22 

Boetsch and Blanchard identify four specifc genres of such cabinets emerging 
in the European Renaissance: naturalia (critters and natural objects, with a 
special interest in monsters), exotica (art, plants and animals from “new” lands), 
scientifca (mostly measuring instruments) and artifcialia (antiques, works of 
art). Notice how these genres frst appeared in the mid-to-late 1500s—right 
after new worlds were being “discovered” and the printing press was begin-
ning to spread the news about these discoveries and explorations quickly and 
efciently. Notice also how nature and culture are seemingly kept separate 
in these collections by classifying naturalia in opposition to scientifca and 
artifcialia. For the purposes of this project, isn’t it curious to observe that it 
is precisely in the genre of the exotica (which I  place within the realm of 
colonial fantasy) that the duality between nature and culture truly collapses? 
Indeed, these cabinets seem to indicate how intricate classifcation and catego-
rization knowledge systems functioned in the careful comprehension (control 
and construction) of the naturalcultural world. Further studies could explore 
these naturalcultural connections in more detail. When pressed into the 
service of colonial domination, extraction and proft, these multispecies cabi-
nets and zoos could become spectacular yet personalized sites that tethered 
naturalcultural fabulation. In his impactful study of zoo entrepreneur Carl 
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Hagenbeck, historian Nigel Rothfels unearths how animal zoos and human 
zoos (what he calls “ethnographic exhibitions”) actually co-became as a widely 
popular genre of staged-and-caged entertainment. Rothfels compellingly 
describes how the “Hagenbeck revolution”—a term that describes the zoo 
entrepreneur’s transformation of zoo settings from menageries where animals 
are viewed in small enclosures behind bars to the more “naturalistic” settings 
now common in most contemporary zoos—actually stemmed from 
Hagenbeck’s visual innovations in displaying visually “authentic” exotic 
humans: 

As much as the people in the ethnographic exhibitions were shown 
as animals—were put on display in felds and re-created villages in 
European zoos—it was Hagenbeck’s experience with exhibiting 
people, his success in creating exhibits which made people believe 
that what they saw before them was nothing less than a foreign world 
up close, that led him to change how we have come to imagine exotic 
animals. […] Hagenbeck’s world of animals would soon come to 
resemble the carefully constructed and reassuring exhibits that he had 
created for his exhibitions of Indigenous peoples.23 

Rothfels’ study shows the deeply co-constitutive nature of animal and human 
capture-and-control, all undertaken within an ecocultural context of colonial 
curiosity and enterprise. Te capture-and-control of animals intimately 
co-became as a mediatic genre along with the capture-and-control of biopo-
litically Othered humans. Edward Said explains this control mechanism of 
all such colonial collections via his defnition of Orientalism as “citationary 
realism” gone crazy: 

Philosophically, then, the kind of language, thought, and vision that 
I  have been calling Orientalism very generally is a form of radical 
realism: anyone employing Orientalism, which is the habit for dealing 
with questions, objects, qualities, and regions deemed Oriental, will 
designate, name, point to, fx what he is talking or thinking about 
with a word or phrase,which is then considered either to have acquired, 
or more simply to be, reality.24 

Ethnographic exhibitions that comprised multispecies assemblages of life in 
“natural” settings worked as a deeply afecting mediatic genre precisely because 
they engaged in the audiences’ yearning for interactive authenticity with new 
and exotic realities. Rothfels describes how Hagenbeck’s exhibitions of cultures 
were not considered performances in the traditional sense, even though they 
absolutely were: 

Te repeatedly emphasized claims about the naturalness or true-to-
life quality of the Hagenbeck exhibitions point directly to the principal 
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catalyst [of these exhibitions] […] the escalating desire of Germans— 
and indeed, Europeans more generally—to learn more about the world 
behind Europe. Tat desire was driven by a wide spectrum of forces 
ranging from banal curiosity to the practical needs of both colonial 
administrators and colonists themselves.25 

In the case of the display of a singular individual such as Sarah Baartman, 
the same ideological citationary apparatus applies for the precise discursive 
use of the images produced. One body becomes the tether upon which a 
whole epistemic, afective and discursive framework is hooked. Each body, 
even when viewed individually, enters the colonial machine of desire to be 
placed psychically within a personalized cabinet of curiosities. 

Given this control function of collections of all kinds, it should be no 
surprise that both human and animal zoos were frst conceived of as salvage 
projects—installations that would provide a fnal ark for the cultural and 
biological extinction of endangered multispecies communities: 

Cultural death is a process which, in the words of Barbara Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett (1998: 176), consists of the “transvaluation” of cultural 
practices and products “once they are safe for collection, preservation, 
exhibition, study, and even nostalgia and revival”. […] 

Seen in this light, historical human zoos are much like curiosity 
cabinets: loci of “collecting and rehearsing strange ways, tongues …” 
(Mullaney 1983: 53) while human zoo characters such as Sarah 
Baartman or Ota Benga “represented a ‘lost’ part of the past”.26 

Viewed through this lens of highly strategic discursive and afective spectacu-
larization of the colonized Other, we can see how such embodied colonial 
mediatic spectacles can serve to distance the bodies/lives/ecocultures of the 
Other from the spectator/consumer. Tey are made safe as subjects by not 
being ascribed a contemporary existence; their coevalness is denied. Moreover, 
such spectacles can also normalize a contradictory discourse of both surplus 
and extinction, rendering these othered lives, bodies and ecocultural systems 
both expendable and consumable even before they have actually been exter-
minated. In this way, not only were these bodies silenced and ventriloquized, 
but the categories of life they were classifed into were consigned to total 
domination and extermination. Te multispecies colonial spectacle, in other 
words, served and still serves as an ecocultural desire-map, a fetish-substitute 
for actual colonized lives, bodies and ecosystems, in order to carry out epis-
temic, afective and psychic maneuvers that make plunder palatable. 

While this kind of surplus and extinction map-narrative was key to colonial 
wishful thinking that these lands could be emptied of unwanted lives, the 
spectacle of the Hottentot Venus, as Boetsch and Blanchard argue, marks a 
change in the exhibiting of humans. Tis change is key for us to better 
understand the engagement of Young’s “machine of desire” in our analysis of 
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colonial mechanics. It is here that the “surplus function” of the spectacle 
becomes even more evident: 

Te arrival of the “Hottentot Venus” in Europe in the early nineteenth 
century (in London, then in Paris) marked the beginning of a new 
way of thinking about the Other in the West.27 

Sarah Baartman’s distressing story shows how embodied visual fantasy/desire, 
science, colonial interests and spectacular entertainment combined in public 
spheres to play with the notion of human–animal comparisons and multispe-
cies abundance-and-scarcity, paradoxically confrming and reiterating a 
discourse of the strict hierarchical separation of species and “races.” It is no 
surprise that the human zoos coincided with the height of colonial expansion, 
as the creation of colonial naturalcultural epistemologies were the raison d’être 
for these spectacles. Te way in which Ms.  Baartman became an object of 
both fear and desire is a textbook case of how Homi K. Bhabha’s stereotype-
as-fetish works to capture-and-control any identity that eludes such capture.28 

Carl Linnaeus, whose structured system for classifying all biological life we 
have already outlined, extended his categorizing (and commodifying and 
othering) to human beings with his concept of raciology: 

In the tenth edition of Systema Naturae, he divided Homo sapiens into 
six “varieties”: Homo monstrosus (dwarfs, giants, macrocephaly, etc.), 
Homo ferus (nakedness, savages, four-legged beings), Homo africanus, 
Homo europaeus, Homo americana, and Homo asiaticus.29 

We can see here that right from the beginning of modern biological discourse, 
othering fantasies directed towards humans co-became with the othering of 
other kinds of life on the planet. Tese were not simply cultural, but natu-
ralcultural and multispecies discourses. Te new feld of anthropology did its 
part in the study of Ms. Baartman by placing her as a missing link between 
primates and humans via the creation of the myth of the lost “Hottentot” 
race, hence her name. Deeply connected to these biological notions were the 
imagined cultural and intellectual attributes of these racialized black and 
brown bodies: 

In [the anthropological] model explaining the diference between 
human “races,” things like intellectual and artistic aptitude, political 
organization, and technical progress were confated with physiology 
and the particular morphology of each human “race.”30 

Institutionalized bad science and cultural entertainment worked sympoetically 
together to foster fertile colonial multispecies epistemologies, flled with 
fantastic “beasts” and “savages” untethered from their ecocultural systems, all 
while claiming an authenticity that was so deeply craved by the public. Rothfels 
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notes how Hagenbeck’s ethnographic exhibitions similarly profted from larger 
crowds by receiving a stamp of approval from anthropological societies.31 He 
also describes how these exhibitions served not only as a genre of entertain-
ment, but as serious data-gathering centers where the “savages” were carefully 
measured to map their inferiority vis-à-vis the European “races”: 

In the case of anthropologists and anatomists, the exhibits were seen 
as opportunities to carry out scientifc study. In general, the scientists 
placed very few limits on their investigations: interests in the physical 
diferences between races led to comparative studies of genitalia: 
interests in the origins of religious beliefs led to often aggressive and 
invasive studies. […] Te right to observe, to stare, which was the 
ultimate point of the exhibits, was also not limited to the scholarly 
community. Te public, from children to adults, poked, prodded, 
harassed, seduced, stared at, and laughed at the people in the ethno-
graphic exhibitions.32 

Trough the biocultural mediatic mapping-spectacle of such multispecies 
displays, both elite scholarly study and broader entertainment joined forces 
to confrm colonized and racialized categories. Te lure of the display, and 
the body’s abilities to provoke fear and desire at the same time, served to 
situate paranoid knowledge that was actually de-situated and fantastical. 
Surplus, desire and visions of proft intermingled in these cruel, fertile and 
febrile naturalcultural spectacles. 

Bhabha’s vision of colonial power via his description of the stereotype-as-
fetish allows us to understand the psychic mechanisms of how such cruel 
racializing spectacles work and for the machine of desire to run amok. Power 
for Bhabha actually becomes far removed from that of the all-authoritative 
subject, such as the colonial experts trying to discursively capture-and-control 
Ms. Baartman’s body and life. Colonial power (or, in the case of the Colonial-
Cybercene, any dominant power that produces media content), is charged for 
Bhabha with disquiet and menace from within. He insists that to locate this 
disquiet, the study of the structures of colonial discourse must be comple-
mented by an analysis of subjectivity and consciousness, just as we have begun 
doing via this naturalcultural discourse analysis of multispecies zoos. Te key 
Bhabhian term that characterizes the stereotype is ambivalence (recalling the 
believing yet not believing play of the spectator/consumer of cyberscenes). A 
duality of derision and desire marks colonial discourse; there is in the colonial 
subject a splitting (wanting to be oneself but also like the other) and a doubling 
(a desire to be in two places at once). Tis presence of constant ambivalence, 
created by splitting and doubling, is expressed in the compromise that the 
colonial subject arrives at—the stereotype. 

For Bhabha, a colonial stereotype such as the Hottentot Venus or the 
ethnographic zoo-assemblage, like the fetish, provokes the subject to vacillate 
between delight in the well-known and comforting, and fear of or contempt 
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for the exotic and unknown. Te lives and bodies of those such as Minister 
Cécile Kyenge (fguratively) and Ms. Sarah Baartman (literally and fguratively) 
were simply not allowed to leave their metaphorical cages of exclusion by the 
many exoticized depictions of them as “almost-human, but not quite.”33 Frantz 
Fanon’s famous colonial primal scene describes visual recognition of the point 
of identity (“Mama, see the Negro! I’m frightened! Frightened! Frightened!”34). 
However, this fxing of colonial identity via visual citation also sets up the 
seeds of its own failure, as the visual matrix upon which this fxing is based 
is also the problem for its attempted closure. Tus, the colonial stereotype 
works as Freud’s fetish, in that it requires the simultaneous existence of 
contradictory beliefs. Te racist colonial stereotypes of the “native,” the “negro” 
or the “monstrous beasts” set up a repeated cycle of readily accessible char-
acteristics, and yet it is those very features that provide the gateway to 
dismantling these images.35 

To summarize: for Bhabha, the othering efect of the colonial stereotype 
contains a central ambivalence that is also the fundamental way in which it 
gains its currency. Bhabha contends that these colonial representations must 
be anxiously repeated, as they cannot be fully proven. Stereotypes, which mask 
fears and negotiate authority, therefore need to be compulsively repeated—thus 
connecting to my defnition of colonialisms as desire machines run by 
command economies seeking endless “surplus.” Tis is exactly how the unex-
pected and hidden cascading efects and positive feedback loops between the 
“seen” (the caged-and-staged body) and the “scene” (the colonial meaning 
forced upon it) work. 

Going back to Ms. Baartman’s tragic story, we know that even after her 
death she continued to be obsessively and brutally exploited in order to 
anxiously reinforce the stereotype of the Black woman as both savage and 
sexually desirable. Te feedback loop continued to extract constructed mean-
ings from her dead body, as presented in 1817 to the Academie de Medecine: 

During that presentation, [Cuvier] confrmed Saint-Hilaire’s impres-
sions, agreeing that “races with depressed, compressed skulls are forever 
condemned to inferiority.” Cuvier took Venus’s shape—particularly 
her apron—as proof of a primitive sexual appetite in African women.36 

Sarah Baartman’s body and its representations continued to be used long 
after her death to reinforce the colonial desire machine in an obsessive and 
repetitive feedback loop of stereotyping. In April 2002, her preserved remains 
were repatriated to South Africa, almost 200 years after she was taken in 
1810 by a British ship’s doctor, William Dunlop.37 In the 1990s, French 
president François Mitterrand made a personal promise to Nelson Mandela 
to return her remains. But it was only in 2002 that the French parliament 
overcame objections about the precedent it would set for countries seeking 
the return of artefacts, by voting to return Baartman’s remains as a “duty of 
memory.”38 
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Interpretation of caged-and-staged objects and images (from dissected body 
parts to entire multispecies zoo enclosures) was key in the “scientifc” conclu-
sions reached by scholars about a whole continent-wide group of diverse 
peoples. As noted above, the fetish “allows for the possibility of simultaneously 
embracing two contradictory beliefs […]. Its knowledge ‘value’ lies in its 
orientation as a defense towards external reality.”39 Just like the Blemmyes 
described by the “testimonial” letters of Sir Walter Raleigh and the fantastical 
and half-empty maps of new worlds, the fanciful multispecies naturalcultural 
images of multispecies zoos gain power by repetition and the spectator/ 
consumer’s desire to will them into existence as substitutes for reality.40 Te 
importance that Bhabha gives to the power of the “visible”clearly demonstrates 
the afective and cultural power of visual storymaking and storytelling via 
science, culture, superstition or any other form of meaning-making. Tese 
kinds of imagined multispecies geographies of colonizable and colonized 
ecocultural spaces—which address this space by “making statements about it, 
authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it”41—are prime products 
of colonial command economies and the fundamental basis upon which 
domination (“settling it, ruling over it”42) and material theft of living resources 
is justifed. 

Te Orchid and the Wasp: Te Location of Agency 
in Reciprocal Capture 

My analysis of colonial multispecies zoos as a panoptical mapping media 
genre connects visual spectacles to the storymaking and storytelling of multi-
species colonial desires and fantasies.Tis allows us to now explore the intricate 
mechanisms of spectacles and their colonial-cultural functions in more detail. 
Jean-Louis Comolli was one of the most important theorists in the 1970s to 
discuss the powerful efect of cinematic spectacle. His understanding of the 
spectator’s involvement in the creation of magical thinking can be very useful 
here, even though we are discussing pre-cinematic spectacles. Furthermore, 
the implications of this analysis are absolutely crucial in considering digital 
colonial practices in the Cybercene. It is no coincidence that in 2009, Comolli 
wrote a damning analysis of the efects of the digital revolution on our rela-
tionship with screen images. He argued that the digital revolution has made 
images so seamlessly “akin” to the real, and so ubiquitous in nature, that it is 
impossible to escape them or to not implicate ourselves in our disavowal of 
the artifce of image production. In other words, as consumers and spectators 
of the pixel-perfect spectacles of today, we are not only actively suspending 
our disbelief, but also allowing for these images to substitute actual bodies, 
lives and ecosystems: 

all the more active for having been so successfully repressed, for 
belonging to a grey zone which we do not want to know about, for 
disturbing us more than seducing us, for having fallen under a 
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contemporary malediction that a “theory” of the cinema can be useful 
and practicable. It is true that the spectacle, given over to entertain-
ment, abhors “thought”, and even revels in expelling all forms of 
thought from its temple.43 

In other words, the paranoid, de-situated examples of colonial otherings 
described above, or daily instances of tech-based magical thinking today, are 
both facilitated by the spectator/consumer’s disavowal of the very nature of these 
images and narratives as representations. Spectator/consumers are allowing 
de-situated spectacles (such as fascinated-and-horrifed gazing at the Hottentot 
Venus’ body) to substitute their own situated ways of observing, dreaming, 
imagining and interpreting the world around them. Teir very ability to think 
critically and create independently has been efectively constrained and 
outsourced. 

To better understand this willed disavowal, Comolli uses a very impactful 
metaphor—that of the lure. He describes how in order for a fshing lure to 
work, the fsh has to actively take it, which is very diferent from hunting 
with a trap or gun. In terms of understanding spectacles as lures, it means 
there must be active participation by the spectator/consumer for the lure to 
accomplish its task. According to Comolli, faced with the spectacular and 
efcient colonial othering image, we take the lure by simultaneously believing 
and disbelieving in order to accept the substitution of the image for the 
actual. For him, simple mimetic realism is not enough—the lure requires 
spectatorial investment. Crucially, Comolli highlights this strong capacity 
of the spectator/consumer to disregard the artifce of the technological 
apparatus that produces these images by giving an example from silent flm, 
a medium that is quite removed from the realism of sound flm, or the HD 
images of cyberscreens: 

It is at the price of a series of blind spots (of disavowals) that the 
silent image could be accepted as the objective refection and 
duplication of “life itself ”: the denial of color, stereoscopy and 
sound. Founded on these absences (just as, incidentally, all forms 
of representation are founded on an absence governing them, on 
a fault-line lying at the basis of every simulacrum – the spectator, 
in any case, very well knows about the artifce, but prefers to believe 
in it all the same), flmic representation could only be produced, 
as I have already noted, by working to attenuate their efects, and 
even masking their real existence. Otherwise, it would have been 
refused, as being too visibly factitious: it was absolutely necessary 
for it to facilitate the disavowal of those veritable sensorial castra-
tions which established its specifcity, and for it not to stymie this 
process by re-marking them. Compromises were needed in order 
for the cinema to function as an ideological apparatus, in order for 
it to act as a lure.44 
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What is striking in Comolli’s thought is that the actual medium of image 
production and reproduction is not that important (it could be the heavily 
stage-managed artifcial setting of the multispecies zoo, or the incoherent 
strung-together rants of a populist politician at a public rally).Tis underlines 
my contention that the psychic processes that are so powerful in the creation 
of a semblance of reality via identity constitution are not new, but have 
existed since the time of silent cinema, or even, I  would argue, since the 
beginnings of art in human history.45 Octave Mannoni’s much-noted formula 
for how this disavowal works psychically is useful to keep in mind: “I know 
very well, but all the same….”46 In short, spectatorial agency in this entire 
process is key. 

Of course, the indexicality and movement of cinema, which lend its images 
additional realism when compared to paintings or other static forms of art, 
make such disavowal easier and more seductive. Ultra-HD screens connected 
to the internet and transmitting “real time” happenings from around the world 
provide another layer of realism, and appear hyperreal. However, I posit that 
ultimately, these epistemic transformations provide only an acceleration of 
substitution rather than an actual innovation in our relationship with images. 
Te “lure” of the image has simply become more efcient and easily available, 
but spectator/consumer disavowal is fundamental to the process of substitu-
tion. Te spectator/consumer must be willing to disregard the artifce of the 
medium to buy into all its promises. To go back to the example of the 
multispecies zoo: the lure of multispecies bodies and props displayed in “natural 
settings” functioned as a spectacle and deliberate othering provocation, 
conjuring the image of an oft-repeated colonial multispecies stereotype of 
surplus/lack and fascination/horror that charged the machine of desire repeat-
edly to gain currency. I  would like to suggest that the acceptance of this 
disturbing lure by the spectator/consumer rests upon their interactivity and 
response/playing along with this image. Te spectacle is actually a site and 
sight of ecocultural intra-action rather than a unidirectional system of 
meaning-making. Te bodies and lives that are afectively, discursively and 
epistemically captured-and-controlled via the naturalcultural mediatic spec-
tacle become what they are—symbols of an entire racialized and sexualized 
colonial ecocultural system. Meanwhile, the violent capture-and-control of 
meaning these spectacles engage in also congeals or fxes the spectator/ 
consumer into the role and identity of what they become (colonialists), due 
to their very engagement in colonial mediatic intra-activity. A good term to 
describe this constitutive intra-action is “reciprocal capture”—as coined by 
Isabelle Stengers and cogently described by van Dooren, Kirksey and Münster: 

Te intimate relationship between a fower and its pollinating bee is 
one in which both forms of life are shaped and made possible through 
a shared heritage, an entanglement that Isabelle Stengers characterizes 
as “reciprocal capture.” As such, they do not just happen to meet each 
other, this bee and this fower; rather, their relationship emerges from 
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coevolutionary histories, from rich processes of cobecoming. Tis 
cobecoming involves the exchange and emergence of meanings, 
immersion in webs of signifcation that might be linguistic, gestural, 
biochemical, and more.47 

Fig. 2.5 illustrates an example of such naturalcultural co-becoming via visual 
reciprocal capture; the Common Wasp Orchid (genus Chiloglottis), native to 
Australia and New Zealand, mimics wingless female wasps to attract male 
wasps for pollination through sexual deception. Te insect-like callus on the 
labellum (lip) looks like a wasp’s body, tricking males into attempting to mate 
with it. 

Figure 2.5 Natural “fake news”: A Common Wasp Orchid (genus Chiloglottis), native to 
Australia and New Zealand, mimicking a wingless female wasp to attract male wasps 
for pollination through sexual deception. Te insect-like callus on the labellum (lip) 
looks like a wasp’s body, tricking males into attempting to mate with it. (Wikimedia 

Commons) 
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“Reciprocal capture” stems from Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of “double 
capture,” as illustrated by the wasp and orchid’s co-becoming: 

How could movements of deterritorialisation and processes of reter-
ritorialisation not be relative, always connected,  caught up in one 
another? Te orchid deterritorialises by forming an image, a tracing 
of a wasp; but the wasp reterritorialises on that image. Te wasp is 
nevertheless deterritorialised, becoming a piece in the orchid’s repro-
ductive apparatus. But it reterritorialises the orchid by transporting 
its pollen. Wasp and orchid, as heterogeneous elements, form a 
rhizome.48 

Te wasp and orchid’s co-becoming is not simply characterized as a mimesis, 
but one of relational co-becoming. It is not about imitation but about 

a wasp-becoming of the orchid, and an orchid-becoming of the wasp, 
a double capture, since “what” it becomes changes no less than “that 
which” becomes. Te wasp becomes part of the orchid’s reproductive 
apparatus at the same time as the orchid becomes the sexual organ 
of the wasp.49 

Like the orchid and wasp, the colonizer is caught up in the colonial spectacle 
just as much as the colonized body is. Tey are both constituted within their 
respective roles by an intra-active relationship, a cascading efect. Teir respec-
tive identities co-become. By utilizing this intra-active concept of reciprocal 
capture to describe the colonial spectacle, I do not intend to represent equity 
of power relations. It is undeniable that an extremely violent and asymmetrical 
power dynamic exists between the capturer and the captured, between the 
colonial gazer and the captured and gazed-upon body in the naturalcultural 
colonial scenes described above. What I  am alluding to in this distressingly 
skewed power dynamic is the fact that the intra-action is mutually constitutive 
of the identities of both parties involved—the spectator/consumer and their 
intended victim. Te Blemmyes, cannibals, and black and brown monstrous 
multispecies entities do not exist, yet they can be made to exist and they “keep 
public interest” by and with the right discursive and mediatic apparatus and 
ecosystem. Te staged and caged objects of the spectacle are artfully and 
artifcially arranged and controlled, generating a performance under horrifc 
sufering and duress. Te colonial subjects viewing the spectacle also become 
who they are (colonialists) via a kind of naturalcultural mediatic co-becoming— 
a collection of shared meanings, discourses and afects that allow a performance 
of power. Fundamental to this discursive-mediatic apparatus of reciprocal 
capture via spectacular storymaking, storytelling and story-receiving is the 
misrecognition and disavowal of the artifce of that spectacle by us as spectator/ 
consumers. Te constructedness of the colonial scene must be disavowed for 
the citation to be seen—for it to hold afective salience and epistemic authority. 
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I have to remind myself often that the conscious and unconscious multi-
species colonial maneuvers described above, achieved via mediatic and 
spectacular storymaking and storytelling, but also, importantly, story-watching 
and story-listening are not just abstract fantasies but serve very practical 
ecocultural purposes. Firstly, they make palatable the highly distasteful colonial 
capture-and-control of multispecies lives, bodies and ecosystems. Secondly, 
these colonial narratives are actually constitutive of the identities of both 
colonized and colonizing agents. All this seemingly situated but actually 
de-situated gazing at and consuming of strategically produced spectacular 
representations of bodies, lives and ecocultural systems helps create increasingly 
optimized, frictionless and distanced means of denying ongoing cruel plunder, 
forgetting past instances of it, and joyfully partaking in planning future 
desecration in the name of some imagined justifcation. Like the orchid and 
the wasp, the colonial spectacle becomes them as they become the colonial 
spectacle, via reciprocal capture. 

Today, colonial violence against our multispecies worlds (human and 
non) continues unabated, yet the repressed psychological need for multispecies 
connection remains, hidden under the surface. Contemporary spectator/ 
consumers increasingly try to meet this need via artifcially reproduced and 
mediated “environments” rather than “messier” direct relationships. It is a 
futile and counterproductive strategy. Photographer Zed Nelson’s collection 
entitled “Anthropocene Delusions” examines both the desire for and the inef-
fectiveness of “natural”environments artifcially recreated by humans—modern 
versions of colonial multispecies zoos. I interpret the naturalcultural environ-
ments represented in Nelson’s collection as an exemplary refection on the 
afective and psychic need to deny and disavow the actual lack of nature-
connectedness humans increasingly face, frstly and historically with mass 
urbanization, and now with the advent of our digital screen lives. Every 
photograph in this project epitomizes places where de-situated naturalcultural 
spectacles pose as situated ones. Te photography collection shows picture 
after picture of surreal scenes of staged multispecies capture-and-control, in 
holiday resorts, theme parks, greenhouses, natural history museums and “safari” 
parks among other locations, but also certain set-ups in larger locations such 
as national parks. 

One of Nelson’s photographs from Kenya shows an “Out of Africa cham-
pagne picnic experience.”50 “Te safari outft lays out the rug, carries an ancient 
gramophone player, puts the champagne ice bucket, brings a Maasai warrior 
to stand close by to add authenticity to the scene […]. Te Maasai is paid. 
Tat particular guy, he’s a super nice guy, I’m Instagram friends with him 
now.”51 Tese spaces of spectacular fakery and nature-nostalgia can be under-
stood as contemporary mediatic legacies of the multispecies zoos of the past. 
Tey carefully manage, “stage and cage,” the bodies, lives and ecosystems we 
have fully colonized (exploited, extracted and exterminated) for proft, but 
still have an innate need and desire to access. After visiting locations in 
fourteen countries in four continents, Nelson asks: “Is this a comforting 



92 Our Multispecies Futures

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
  

alternative reality to mask our shattering impact on the world around us? Are 
we engaged in a project of grand self-delusion?”52 

My brief archeology of colonial multispecies capture-and-control leads me 
sadly to conclude that the “Anthropocene delusion” has actually accelerated 
our recourse to “alternative realities” and grand self-delusions in the Cybercene. 
Our psychological needs for nature-connectedness are monetized by corpora-
tions not only in such artifcially constructed physical spaces, but also, I would 
argue, via the ubiquitous banality of so many “UHD 8K” (Ultra High 
Defnition) screens in our living rooms playing picture-perfect spectacular 
scenes of multispecies abundance via nature documentaries. Te spectator/ 
consumer’s implication in this great delusion lies in the reciprocal capture 
mechanism of these kinds of spectacle, both on and of screen. Capture-and-
control by domesticating nature into screen-based representations in our living 
rooms is so relentless, pervasive and normalized that the bodies, lives and 
ecocultural systems portrayed can actually be classifed as without any intra-
activity with the spectator/consumer. Following his tours for his photographic 
project, Nelson keenly observes: 

I realized a strange thing: in these places, nothing happens. Tere are 
no surprises.Tere may be a wave machine, a volcano that pufs smoke 
on the hour, or a rollercoaster ofering momentary thrills. But nothing 
changes, good or bad. Everything repeats itself […]. Here nature is 
made safe – no thorns, no biting insects, fooding, or unpredictable 
creatures. Tis is nature only as spectacle.53 

I would go one step further than Nelson’s observations. Based on my media 
production and reception analysis in this chapter, I would like to suggest that, 
through reciprocal capture and the process of gradualism,54 human societies 
are opening up more of these “safe” artifcial caged-and-staged multispecies 
simulacra not only to unconsciously substitute the lack of nature-connectedness, 
but also to preemptively wean ourselves as fully as possible from the need to 
engage in an actual embodied way with ecocultural systems. Tis substitution 
of de-situated knowledges and experiences for situated ones may initially be 
a partial one, but gradually, especially for successive generations of spectator/ 
consumers who will have had few or no formative experiences of ecoculturally 
situated natural worlds, these spectacularly captured-and-controlled bodies, 
lives and ecosystems will be enough to almost fully—but not quite—replace 
intra-active co-becoming with the real deal. 

For a large proportion of human communities around the globe, I would 
suggest that this substitution has already occurred, if we account for the 
percentage of the world’s population living now in urbanized environments 
and add to it the staggering amount of daily screen time that a typical 
consumer experiences. If nature-connectedness is indeed passed down through 
the generations, then the negative feedback loop of ever-decreasing nature-
attentiveness should exponentially accelerate this trend. Tis successful 
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substitution in turn leaves the actual multispecies spaces and worlds open to 
further colonial extraction,exploitation and extermination for proft.Genuinely 
conserving naturalcultural spaces for multispecies wellbeing (human and non) 
rather than spectacular and safe consumption of caged-and-staged substitutes 
would mean respecting and protecting the innate multispecies agencies within 
vast areas of interconnected places and spaces. 

How much more lucrative, though, is it to create artifcial de-situated “safe” 
spaces of caged-and-staged multispecies interaction (rather than intra-action) 
so that actual spaces of naturalcultural wealth can be squeezed dry of their 
biopower and soulpower (afect, labor, fesh and other materials) for colonial 
proft? Te only hope lies in exposing these mechanisms and having a system 
of checks and balances in place that will glitch such delusional narratives and 
experiences: multispecies democratic institutional structures that have inde-
pendence to work on rational knowledge claims, a mediatic environment that 
honestly narrates daylight robbery of public multispecies commons by the 
infuential and powerful few, and a general multispecies paradigm shift that 
allows people to experience and understand the joys of naturalcultural connect-
edness, where nonhuman agency is duly recognized, respected and valued. 



 

 

 

  

 

 
  

 

  
 

  

3 

Locating Cybercene Desires 

Over the years, I’ve found only one metaphor that encapsulates the nature 
of what these AI power players are: empires. 

Karen Hao1 

In the Anthropocene, our relationships with bodies, lives and ecosystems are 
managed by the mapping-stories we humans tell ourselves and to each other. 
Te Cybercene has transformed the way in which we narrate, listen to and 
interpret these mapping-stories. 

In the previous chapter, we explored how historical mediatic colonial 
discourses were crafted, deployed and received, and the crushing power/ 
knowledge they exerted and continue to exert on lives and ecocultural systems. 
We examined these discourses and mediatic practices as a product of a crea-
tive interplay (intra-action) of the spectator/consumers’ own afective 
co-becoming, as well as their ego/identity creation and desires, with that of 
the discursive/mediatic systems themselves.Tese map–spectator intra-actions 
create oppressive, distanced, resource consumption-oriented capture-and-
control mediatic relationships rather than forming sustainable, embodied 
relationship-based identities and identifcations. We investigated how 
distressing colonial mapping-spectacles like the display of bodies in multispe-
cies zoos not only made capture-and-control palatable, but also made the 
experience of capture-and-control the creative constitutive engine of the 
fetishized identities of colonized Others and colonizing Self. Via reciprocal 
capture, the colonial spectacle constitutes the colonizer, just as the colonizer’s 
intra-action with the captured-and-controlled body constitutes the colonial 
spectacle via a two-way feedback loop. It is in the process of mediatic capture-
and-control and running away that the colonial multispecies relationship is 
forged and reforged. All this seemingly situated but actually de-situated gazing 
at and consuming of strategically produced and consumed spectacular repre-
sentations helped create increasingly optimized, frictionless, safely distanced 
means of denying ongoing cruel plunder, forgetting past ones, and joyfully 
partaking in planning future ones in the name of whatever positive imagined 
justifcation. 
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New media studies scholar Sean Cubitt argues that “at any historical 
juncture, the meaning of what it is to be human is constructed from the 
relationship between nature and technology.”2 If this is true, then what are 
our new constructions of human-ness (and nonhuman-ness) in a digitally 
connected world? To explore this question within a multispecies paradigm, 
I decided in early 2022 to imagine an ecocultural sub-era of the Anthropocene 
and the Great Acceleration and call it the Cybercene. Roughly encompassing 
the frst two decades of the twenty-frst century and beyond, the Cybercene 
is a pivotal period of accelerated psychic and actual recolonization, in which 
de-situated online onscreen realities, digital representations and narratives 
have quickly and efectively transformed identities and substituted the value 
of actual bodies and living habitats. It is important to acknowledge that digital 
tech and processes have provided innumerable positive outcomes in almost 
every aspect of our lives. I am attentive to these valuable changes, while also 
arguing that the ecocultural problems of the Greatest Acceleration arise from 
the fact that our epistemic, psychic, ethical and pragmatic frameworks, actions 
and regulatory policies have not kept pace with technological advances, to 
our planet’s peril. 

For the purposes of this book, I  defne the Cybercene as an ecocultural 
sub-era of the Anthropocene/Wasteocene in which centralized yet difuse 
colonial digital command economies have captured-and-controlled multispe-
cies lives, bodies and ecocultural systems for increased proft. Te analysis of 
historical examples of naturalcultural colonialisms in the previous chapter will 
now allow me to properly describe their legacies, lines of continuity but also 
transformations in this strange new era. While I deploy the term as a conceit, 
I do hope that the Cybercene can be used both strategically and experimentally 
to open up a collaborative gathering space to explore some pressing questions: 
How can we imagine, create and restore harmonious and thriving multispecies 
“naturalcultural” communities regionally, nationally and globally?  How and 
why is this restoration work crucial as the global digital revolution further 
transforms our relationships with lives, bodies and ecocultural systems? 

Reformatted Relationships: Mangroves, Mountains, 
and… Cyberscreens 

I was four years old. My family and I  were traveling from our home in 
Mumbai, India, to my maternal grandparents’ (then small) town of Satara. 
Tis hill-ringed town is only about 300 kilometers south-east of Mumbai 
(then called Bombay), but in those days, it was a daunting journey that could 
take anywhere from eight to twelve hours. Te unreliable road would eventu-
ally leave the chaos and vitality of the urban jungle, and you would frst know 
you were leaving it by the intense smell of rotting decay that would permeate 
our Fiat car through the open windows as we took the long sea bridge 
connecting Mumbai to the mainland. Tis pungent smell came from the frst 
important natural ecosystem that our car would enter in our journey, having 
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barely left the city proper—the biodiversity hotspot of the tropical mangrove 
forest. Tese incredible intertidal forests still surrounded the island city of 
Mumbai in those years, creating the ideal habitat for millions of marine, 
brackish and terrestrial species of fora and fauna. Tey also sheltered the city 
of (then) ffteen million people from the worst of the Arabian Sea’s fury 
during the seasonal monsoons. Mangrove forests are important carbon sinks, 
while also providing the water fltration needed for the good health of seagrass 
beds as well as coral reefs. Despite the marvelous capabilities of this greatly 
threatened ecosystem, city folk mostly experienced its existence through its 
smell, caused by the intertidal channels being used as the megalopolis’ dumping 
ground for all kinds of solid and efuent waste. 

Once our car reached the mainland, it traversed a relatively narrow strip 
of coastal plains dotted with felds, then began hufng and pufng (with 
occasional breakdowns) up the second important ecosystem we would traverse 
in our journey—the Sahyadri or Western Ghats. Te ghats are a thousand-
mile mountain range that separates the western coast of India from its central 
uplands.Tis range is considered one of the thirty-seven biodiversity hotspots 
in the world, harboring many species endemic to the region and no less than 
four tropical and subtropical broadleaf forest ecoregions. During the 
monsoons, the car would fnally make it up the sheer escarpments of the 
Khandala ghat while we listened to the sounds of cascading rivulets of 
rainwater crashing down from the ghat’s emerald-green slopes. It is at one 
point here that, as a very young boy, my eyes opened wide in wonder as 
I  looked outside the open window, and saw a scene of great majesty. 
I screamed out “Kitna bada badbada!”—in my child’s mispronounced version 
of mongrelized Hindi/Marathi: “what a gigantic waterfall!” Tere, on the 
other side of a broad jungle-rimmed canyon, was an immense wall of water 
emptying into the gorge below with a thundering roar. My parents would 
always marvel at the strong emotion this majestic scene and scenery provoked 
in my young mind. We would stop at the side of the road at that spot so 
that I could gaze upon the falls in wonderment. I know now that the wonder 
stemmed not only from the view itself, but from the embodied thrill of 
realization that I  shared the world with entities of such magnifcence and 
complexity. 

About thirty-seven years later, I  am on a road trip in the Colorado Rocky 
Mountains with my teenage nephews and nieces visiting from Italy. Te car 
is no longer mechanically challenged, nor is the road run down, allowing us 
to glide efortlessly over many miles in shorter times. Te windows are closed 
to allow for a comfortable travel experience, but this also divides our bodies 
from what is outside and cocoons us from many sensory experiences, sights, 
smells and sounds. We fnd our way through the mountains thanks to the 
soft-spoken mechanical voice of Google Maps rather than having to stop 
and ask locals for directions, as we would often inevitably have to do in India 
when taking my papa’s ill-conceived, but very adventurous, “shortcuts.” 
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I had planned this trip to show the kids the natural wonders of the 
American West. However, some doubts nagged me. 

I wondered if, from our new Cybercene perspective, our eyes would glaze 
over at the redundancy of the visual experience? Would it feel a bit like we 
had “been there, done that?” Perhaps it would feel like we had already been 
here before, since we all have been oversaturated with pixel-perfect cyberscapes 
and cyberscenes, so that we do not know of any way to look at actual moun-
tains, valleys, forests and streams other than as a decontextualized, disposable 
and ephemeral collection of virtual images? In a new era where the “atten-
tion economy” is actually riddled with constant mediatic distractions, can 
anyone realistically cultivate the “art of attentiveness” so crucial to experi-
encing multispecies connection? Perhaps then, in the Cybercene, the 
incredible natural landscapes would only garner muted and very occasional 
fascination, especially since they do not involve the instant intra-active 
control and play of reciprocal capture that screen images allow. Tis certainly 
seemed the case for many other visitors to these places and spaces—many 
seemed more interested in capturing the landscapes on their smartphone 
cyberscreens than being there. Perhaps the cyberscenes now outperform the 
natural scenes, even though the cyberscene is a digital (re)presentation of 
the natural scene. Maybe we now view complex natural ecosystems through 
the lens, flter and value of digital representations of them on a screen, 
rather than the other way around. Could it be that the reproduced copy, 
the cyberscene, is so powerful in its convenience, ubiquity and pleasure that 
it becomes, unconsciously, more familiar and valued when compared to the 
original scene? If spectacles co-constitute both the capturing agent’s and 
the captured bodies’ lives and ecosystems via reciprocal capture, what are 
the mediatic and ecocultural implications of this new powerful digital intra-
action on the constitution of both us and the natural spaces we were relating 
to through our phones? 

Tese questions troubled me to the core of my spirit. De-situated cyberscenes 
are so pervasive and persuasive today that they have shaped our attitudes and 
visions of the actual world around us in a very deep and fundamental way. 
Te sheer volume of digital image “slop” has submerged and superseded 
relation-making with actual lives, bodies and ecosystems. Perhaps so much 
so that the actual landscapes we were driving through had negligible emotional 
impact, because the original had become the copy and the copy the original? 

If we are the images we consume, then continued de-situated colonial 
image/discourse saturation in this new sub-era of the Anthropocene must 
certainly infuence who we are now as individuals and societies. In this 
chapter, I  examine how intensely personalized forms of mediatic capture-
and-control of meaning and afects in the Cybercene have allowed us all 
not just to become creative meaning-makers (we have done that kind of 
mediatic intra-activity since the beginning of human history), but to accel-
erate meaning-making via personalized media tools towards extreme control. 
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We now have the apparatus (personal, portable and afordable internet-
connected screens) to become mini-command economies of meaning via 
ubiquitous cyberscreens. And if reciprocal capture is indeed true, then the 
turbocharged control-and-desire cyberscreen machine also recaptures us back, 
in intimate and potent ways. Such new mediatic authoritarian tendencies 
on the personal level also scale up to larger cultural groups: readers may 
sense links between new forms of personal cyberscreen intra-actions and the 
global rise of populist-authoritarian leaders and governments across the 
political spectrum. Many such cyber-populists have recalibrated communica-
tion brilliantly to efciently intra-act with the powerful capabilities of the 
cyberscreen control-and-desire machine. Teir success lies in accurately 
mirroring personal media-spectator command economies and thus repre-
senting a large percentage of their spectator/consumer’s own mediatically 
shaped attitudes, desires, fears and fantasies about control.Tis chapter shows 
how such profound cultural and political efects of digital media in human 
communities also present direct, indirect and cascading naturalcultural 
connections of multispecies import. 

A separate ecocultural sub-era within the Anthropocene sounds like a 
reasonable proposition if one considers that, in the short duration of two 
decades, cyberscreens have acutely co-become with us. In 2026, a staggering 
70% of the world’s population uses the internet, predominantly through 
smartphones.3 Despite this quantitative piece of data, my task in these chapters 
is to look at smartphone penetration qualitatively and naturalculturally to 
really tease out its ecocultural impacts. I would suggest marking the start of 
the Cybercene around the year 2000 or 2005, since analyzing the era as an 
ecoculturally transformative one would mean placing importance on major 
spectator/consumer epistemic, afective and cultural changes rather than simply 
techno-scientifc innovation. 

Te new hybrid human–cyberscreen animal is an efcient epistemic 
capture-and-control subject, facilitating old and new forms of conscious 
and unconscious anthropocentric colonial distancing and certainty rather 
than multispecies curiosity, connection, attentiveness and humility. If we 
approach the Cybercene as an ecocultural phenomenon via its primary 
intra-active object (the smartphone screen) and if we experience the cyber-
screen via mediatic and multispecies studies mechanisms of co-becoming, 
colonial spectacles, reciprocal capture, intra-activity and stereotype-as-fetish, 
we begin to understand the roots of many odd everyday social phenomena 
of this era. Tese efects include some relatively benign trends, such as 
nomophobia (“no-mobile phobia”—experiencing anxiety, panic attacks and 
helplessness when we are separated from our phones), phubbing (the practice 
of ignoring one’s in-person companions to pay attention to one’s phone 
screen), and smombies (people zombifed IRL by smartphone use). Other 
trends are far more challenging, such as epistemic and afective polarization 
and paranoia, disinformation, democratic backsliding, increased loneliness 
and violence. 
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Te Greatest Acceleration: Te Cybercene in the Anthropocene/ 
Wasteocene 

Everyone is entangled within Cybercene desire machines, even if one does 
not or cannot aford to own a smart device connected to the internet, or if 
one is a nonhuman entity such as an animal, plant, fungus, stream or rock. 
I  would argue that the Cybercene actually afects the “have-nots”—those 
individuals and communities who cannot aford internet connections and 
devices—even more dramatically than the “haves” who can, because the former 
probably reside in spaces that can be efciently used as resources without too 
much consideration of the consequences. Technological ubiquity and inequity 
is the compounding othering-within-the-othering being carried out within 
the cyberdiscourses themselves, in a kind of positive feedback loop within 
cyber ecosystems that reinforces adverse efects. For these reasons, the 
Cybercene can be better understood when contextualized within two other 
“-cenes”—the Anthropocene and the Wasteocene. I  am wary of theoretical 
overkill, but in this case I do believe these two -cenes together actually allow 
us to better explore our digital ecocultures.4 

Te Cybercene should ideally be placed within geological time scales as 
the newest sub-era within the Anthropocene. Originally coined by American 
biologist Eugene Stoermer and Dutch geochemist Paul Crutzen, the term 
Anthropocene is heard constantly at EH conferences, in graduate-level courses 
and in book titles. Perhaps the true success of the term can be gauged by the 
fact that it has its own Wikipedia page. Before 2024, it was defned there as 
“a proposed geological epoch dating from the commencement of signifcant 
human impact on Earth’s geology and ecosystems, including, but not limited 
to, anthropogenic climate change.”5 Tis description changed because, in 2024, 
the International Commission on Stratigraphy and the International Union 
of Geological Sciences rejected its inclusion within the ofcial pantheon of 
geological eras. Terefore, technically, we are still living in the Holocene, the 
roughly 10,000-year period following the last Ice Age. Te dismissal of the 
Anthropocene from a geological/technical perspective frees us to form a 
second interpretation of the word that is more holistic in its approach: indeed, 
the Anthropocene continues to retain value in ecocultural analyses because 
it vividly represents Homo sapiens’ transformational efects on the Earth’s air, 
water, soil, ecosystems, climate and multispecies life. 

Te sufx -cene indicates that it is a proposed successor to the Holocene 
due to the scale of its efects. Even though not ofcially endorsed, the impor-
tance of the term Anthropocene therefore lies in its recognition that human 
activity has caused not just modifcations of ecosystems, but a deeper rupture 
in planetary cycles on a scale so immense that it can be marked within the 
geological strata of Earth’s history by indicators such as an exponential increase 
of atmospheric carbon dioxide levels and the sixth mass extinction.6 Dipesh 
Chakrabarty’s 2009 essay “Te Climate of History: Four Teses,” used the 
term Anthropocene in a way that departed from a purely geological 
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understanding of the word by feshing out its societal and multispecies impli-
cations. Tis seminal text has spurred the growth of truly interdisciplinary 
refections that have connected humanistic discussions about epistemology, 
ontology and justice with scholarship exploring the social sciences, natural 
sciences, and professional felds of inquiry.Tesis 1 defnes the era as a moment 
of the collapse of the age-old distinction between human and natural histories. 
Tis collapse must allow for a re-evaluation of the human history of innova-
tion and globalization (Tesis 2), and the connections of history at the 
intersection of capitalism and species history (Tesis 3) as well as directly 
confronting the challenge of species-being (Tesis 4).7 My use of the sufx 
-cene in the term Cybercene is made with these propositions in mind, while 
also providing proportional value to the planetary scale of its infuence. Indeed, 
this book’s work stems from my contention that the Cybercene’s implications 
have direct relevance to the issues brought up by the four theses. 

Taking their cue from Chakabarty’s four theses, scholars began to quali-
tatively examine the damaging efects of the Anthropocene. Several began 
noting that not all humans were equally responsible for or afected by its 
consequences. It is for this reason that I  specifcally choose to mark the 
beginning of the Anthropocene in what is called the “Orbis Spike.” Simon 
Lewis and Mark Maslin locate the start of the Anthropocene with the 
expansion of European colonialism through this consequential moment in 
the Earth’s modern ecocultural history (Fig. 3.1).8 Te Orbis spike is a small 
but very decisive dip in global carbon dioxide levels centered around the 
year 1610, found in ice cores from the Antarctic. Te dramatic lowering of 
atmospheric CO2 levels has been surmised to be a result of the European 
“discovery” of the Americas, and what is called the “Columbian Exchange”— 
the connection between two previously separate ecosystems of the old and 
new worlds and the resulting new economy. Tis movement and meeting 
of multispecies lives resulted in the decimation of Indigenous American 
human populations due to the introduction of new pathogens, which in 
turn resulted in an increase in plant and tree growth, hence lowering CO2 
levels drastically.9 Other studies of diferent ice-core samples do not show 
the spike as a dramatic decrease, but a more gradual decline in CO2 levels. 
Tis evidence nevertheless corroborates with “modelled scenarios of large-
scale reorganisation of land use in the Americas following New World–Old 
World contact.”10 

In sum, the Orbis spike is an excellent choice to tether the start of the 
Anthropocene for the purposes of this book, since it marks a quantitative 
change on a planetary level due to colonial capture-and-control of multispe-
cies bodies, lives and ecosystems. Te spike highlights the human toll of 
multispecies colonial relationalities, particularly the unequal power relation-
ships between diferent groups of people, economic growth, the impacts of 
globalized trade, right up to our more contemporary reliance on fossil fuels.11 

Indeed, it reminds us all that the impacts of Anthropocene damage weigh 
unequally on diferent human communities.Te designation Great Acceleration 
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Figure 3.1 Fig. 3.1: Te Orbis Spike in Lewis and Maslin’s original article, proposing 
the end of the Holocene/Pleistocene and the beginning of the Anthropocene era. 

Source: Simon L. Lewis and Mark A. Maslin, “Defning the Anthropocene,” Nature 519 
(2015): 171–180. doi:10.1038/nature14258 



102 Our Multispecies Futures

 

 

 
 
 

 
  

  
 

   
 

 
  

      
 
 
 

           

 

 

 

better clarifes how the Industrial Revolution and subsequent unequal increases 
in per capita energy and resource consumption places far greater blame on 
communities in the Global North. 

Both the Anthropocene and the Great Acceleration efectively link 
phenomena that may seem separate: dramatic environmental changes, unregu-
lated capitalism, colonialism and racism; the “othering” of a group of people 
in order to extract resources, exploit labor and lives, and exterminate bodies 
and ecosystems for proft. Chapter 2 argued that cultural “othering” discourses 
via mass media were key to the colonial enterprise. It follows that mediatic 
discourses today can have planetary ecological consequences. 

Foucault’s and Gandhi’s understanding of biocultural (and ecocultural) 
discourse, and the very promiscuous relationship between discourse, knowl-
edge, afect, power, labor and embodied kinship experiences, hint at the 
many possible entanglements I will explore between cyberscreen knowledge 
creation and actual embodied ecocultural impacts. Cybercene knowledge 
(online screen-mediatic forms of knowledge transmission, what I call cyber-
scenes) has transformed the content of that knowledge (cyberdiscourses), and 
hence, our understanding of and actions upon the world around us and who 
we are (our cyberlabor and cyberpolitics). When I  examine “cybermedia” 
I  include traditional analog material such as books, games, magazines and 
newspapers as well as television in my understanding of this broad assem-
blage of Cybercene-era media. Tis trans-medial approach allows us to 
understand how online formats have co-become with ofine/traditional 
ecosystems of media transmission, reception and consumption. Te cyber-
media we will look at therefore includes e-books, streaming content, social 
media posts, online gaming, and wearable bio-media interfaces. It also 
includes “ofine” media and bodies—that is, non-technologically connected 
texts and bodies. All these must be included in any approach that seeks to 
explore the indirect naturalcultural cascading efects of Cybercene media 
systems and practices. 

Te virtual classifcatory and commodity organizational systems of the 
Cybercene/colonial combination have resulted in the dramatic “othering” of 
some lives and the empowerment of relatively few, leading to widening 
inequalities between some lives and others, between some ecosystems and 
others, and rendering a great majority of lives disposable. Tis situation leads 
me to the fnal -cene that connects the Cybercene to our mechanisms of 
classifcation-commodifcation-consumption: the Wasteocene. Tis is term is 
coined and defned by Marco Armiero in his eponymous book: 

Te Wasteocene assumes that waste can be considered the planetary 
mark of our new epoch. However, it is not solely because of its ubiq-
uitous presence – after all, even CO2 emissions are basically atmospheric 
waste – rather, I argue that what makes the Wasteocene are the wasting 
relationships, those really planetary in scope, which produce wasted 
lives and places.12 
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Armiero’s concept echoes Zygmunt Bauman’s characterization of modernity 
as a time that has greatly increased the production of wasted lives,13 and 
exemplifes what Rob Nixon calls “slow violence”14—that is, the long-term, 
accretional consequences of ecological damage. Viewing the Wasteocene as 
an era of wasted lives is a very powerful conceptualization that helps us 
understand the Cybercene’s abilities to accelerate corrosive relationships that 
promote waste by “othering” certain bodies, lives, communities, species and 
ecosystems.Tis mechanism of “othering” is central to Armiero’s understanding 
of the mechanisms of the Wasteocene. Te Wasteocene concept is also useful 
in placing responsibility for the Anthropocene’s many planetary disruptions 
squarely at the feet of human socio-ecological relationships rather than the 
actual phenomena themselves, or the tools that are being used to contribute 
to those phenomena: 

As the Wasteocene is not about the material stuf but the socio-
ecological relationships making someone/something disposable, as a 
concept it also questions some basic corollaries of the mainstream 
Anthropocene narrative. […] It implies, for instance, that it is not 
CO2 emissions that have created an ecological crisis, but socio-
ecological relationships that produce the emissions.15 

Armiero’s conceptualization is thus very efective in turning any discourses 
of care and kinship in the Cybercene away from focusing solely on techno-
scientifc fxes towards paying close attention to the roots of the problem, 
which are psychic and cultural, and therefore political: the making disposable 
of not only things, but also bodies and relationships. Waste and wasted lives 
are a symptom of colonial resource-based rather than ethical relationship-
based thinking: after all, it is only via classifcation systems that value some 
lives over others as resources that identity categories can be made “waste” for 
extraction, exploitation and extermination. 

In further sections we will explore exactly how the Cybercene’s media 
practices have led to damaging efects on our lives and on the Earth’s ecosys-
tems in the Anthropocene. I characterize this era as the Greatest Acceleration, 
since it has sped up the imposition of colonial classifcatory-commodifcation 
discursive systems on globally connected lives and ecosystems, resulting in a 
vast increase of wasted lives and spaces (the Wasteocene) through ecocultural 
discursive “othering.” Geologists may someday change their minds and locate 
the start of the Cybercene within the Earth’s strata primarily via the large 
deposits of e-waste that they will fnd. Economists will probably mark it by 
the dramatic swings in the market brought about by bank runs, fnancial 
Ponzi schemes, cyber-speculation and rumor and new forms of intangible 
virtual wealth such as crypto-currencies that have little or no connection to 
actual physical resources. Political scientists may defne it as the moment in 
which control and manipulation of cyberscenes and cybernarratives rather 
than actual embodied and situated policy drive governmental actions, while 
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also concentrating power within ever-smaller circles that manage these narra-
tives, resulting in the creation of, at best, quasi-democratic regimes. Humanists 
should and will indicate it in yet more ways, some of which I am proposing 
in this book. Scholars from other felds will locate its symptoms via other 
means as compared to mine, but almost all will pinpoint the increased number 
of wasted multispecies lives and ecocultural systems the era has produced as 
a measurable datapoint. 

Direct Ecocultural Impacts of the Cybercene 

Our digital lives have direct downstream ecological consequences that are 
conveniently distanced from the spectator/consumer. While cyberscreen users 
may be experiencing optimized and frictionless intra-activity, massive quanti-
ties of precious natural resources are being redirected away from sentient 
multispecies beings towards maintaining the A.I. hardware systems that 
underpin that intra-activity. I  call the Cybercene by that name because its 
consequences are not only intangible and cultural, but also deeply material 
and on a planetary scale: it has dramatically sped up the process begun around 
the sixteenth century of messing up the bodies, lives and habitats of our 
more-than-human kin—plants, animals, bacteria, viruses—as well as deeply 
infuencing the health of the inanimate world: our mineral, geological, atmos-
pheric and marine forms of abundance. 

Let us very briefy consider one example of such a Cybercene-fueled 
transformation by going back to—you guessed it—our precious smart-
phones. Te transition of the smartphone from being a luxury object to an 
essential need has contributed directly to the material transformation of 
ecosystems. A multitude of entanglements arise when we follow the trail 
for even one of the ingredients that make one component of the smartphone. 
For example, the touch screens of these gadgets alone need no less than 
six rare earth elements: Lanthanum, Praseodymium, Europium, Gadolinium, 
Terbium and Dysprosium.16 Europium is primarily used in touchscreens 
for the “glow” it provides, enhancing the interactive/attractive qualities of 
the images (form), and therefore the afective experiences that fuel the 
potency of the discourses embedded within virtual cyberscenes (content). 
One of the biggest deposits of this very rare element is the Bayan Obo 
mine in the Inner Mongolia region of China. Its extraction has led to 
immense ecocultural damage in the region, damage that has been ofcially 
denied.17 Te war in Ukraine has, quite unsurprisingly, become a battle 
between new “great” powers for the rare earth mineral resources of the 
country, couched within or rationalized by ideological and historical excuses. 
One can only imagine the immense ecosystem of supply chains reaching 
out globally to source all the substances needed to build a smartphone and 
the incredible damage they are inficting upon lives and ecosystems, just 
so a consumer can purchase the latest upgraded version rather than repair 
and reuse the one they already have. 
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Te digitalized and “frictionless” cyberscreen-spectator interface is actually 
very “sticky” in its consequences on lives, bodies, and ecosystems: 

Te AI sector is already depleting land and water resources and taking 
a massive toll on the climate, with AI-powered large language models 
such as ChatGPT taking up to 10 times more energy than a regular 
Google search, according to an estimate by the Electric Power 
Research Institute. Last year, ChatGPT used more than half a million 
kilowatts of electricity every day, equivalent to the daily power use of 
180,000 US households. 

Te training of a single AI model can lead to an emissions foot-
print that is almost fve times larger than the lifetime carbon footprint 
of the average American car. Recent research from Food and Water 
Watch also found that energy demand from AI servers and datacenters 
in the US is expected to increase up to threefold from 2023 to 2028, 
which could lead the US sector to, by 2028, annually consume enough 
water to fll more than 1m Olympic-size swimming pools and enough 
electricity to power more than 28m American households.18 

While all these direct, material consequences for our inanimate kin such as 
minerals, landscapes and geology are important food for thought, and 
elements to keep in mind when thinking about the Cybercene, for the sake 
of strategic brevity I  am not making them the main focus of the book.19 

I  am curious to accomplish something that has not yet been fully done 
within EH and multispecies studies: to map the underlying psychic and cultural 
causes and efects of these Cybercene mediatic tools on our collective under-
standing of, and therefore action upon, the many implicated bodies, lives 
and ecosystems. 

Tere are three ways in which Cybercene screen activity afects multispecies 
lives, bodies and ecosystems. Firstly, we have the direct ecological impacts of 
energy- and material-hungry digital infrastructure described above. Secondly, 
we have the far less explored ecocultural consequences of sentience-swapping. 
I argue in the following section that this process has deep epistemic, afective 
and psychic outcomes that direct spectator/consumer attentiveness and trust 
away from situated embodied ecocultural beings and systems. Te ecocultural 
results of such sentience-swapped screen/spectator intra-activity have acceler-
ated and deepened capture-and-control habits. Tese ecocultural mediatic 
processes are the main focus of this book. Te third and fnal way in which 
screen activity impinges on multispecies lives is a consequence of the frst 
and second ways: as globalized economic supply chains extract non-sentient 
materials from landscapes to serve the digital revolution, and as we deepen 
our relationships with cyberscreens, we also utilize internet-connected bioga-
dgets that further deepen material co-becomings between multispecies lives 
(including our own) for additional proft. Semi-permanently wearable or ftted 
biogadgets such as FitBits and smartwatches are one example of such 
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cyborgization. Soon there may be ubiquitous use of cyberscreen wearable 
glasses. An example of this kind of hyper-techno-biological efciency being 
used to capture-and-control nonhuman kin is the “blockchain chicken farm” 
eloquently described by Xiaowei Wang in her eponymous book. In these 
Chinese cyberfarms: 

Each chicken wears an ankle bracelet that is physically tamperproof, 
which tracks characteristics such as number of steps taken and the 
location of the chicken. A chicken Fitbit of sorts. Te front plate of 
the ankle bracelet has a QR code on it. All this data is viewable on 
a website accessible with a password, and the website includes 
constantly streaming footage of the chickens […]20 

Digital technology has changed our relationships with and expectations of 
bodies and lives (human and non), and perhaps this is nowhere more evident 
on a daily basis than in the transformation in our relationship with food—the 
nonhuman life we consume to survive. Technology is a mere tool in all these 
changes. Te more dramatic reformatting of such practices of belonging as 
cooking and eating are epistemic, afective and relational. As Wang goes on 
to describe, the blockchain free-range chickens exist in this hybrid tech-organic 
state due to the premium customers pay for the controllable and verifable 
quality of the meat: 

Tese chickens are delivered to consumers’ doors, butchered and 
vacuum sealed, with the ankle bracelet still attached, so customers 
can scan the QR code before preparing the chicken. Scanning the 
code leads them to a page with details about the chicken’s life, 
including its weight, the number of steps it took and its photograph.21 

In other words, we have a deepening of epistemic-technological caging-and-
staging for capture-and-control of multispecies lives for proft. 

In my Introduction, I  discussed how, through the years of the Great 
Acceleration, mass urbanization gave a large percentage of the global popula-
tion a “metronormative” perspective on their world—a term coined by Jack 
Halberstam to describe the prejudicial attitude of urbanized humans towards 
their rural counterparts.22 An ecocultural twist to this concept allows us to 
understand how urbanization also literally took away the time we “nature-
connect” in our everyday lives in urban environments. Te widening and stark 
urban/rural divide through the twentieth century created a cultural, psychic 
and epistemological separation between many societies and natural environ-
ments, by transforming our everyday relationships to the natural world. I would 
like to contend that the Cybercene has further created a metro- and techno-
normative global society, with a double separation between us and our natural 
ecosystems via a combination of urban and digital infrastructure. Although 
some lucky folks may experience nature via liminal spaces, such as city parks, 
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domesticated pets or backyard gardens, today’s average person may only 
experience nature-connectedness through direct connection with the bodies 
they inhabit, our own fesh and blood becoming the only consistent remnant 
connection with our naturalcultural environments. Te semblance of situated-
ness and connection that cyberscreen-mapping provides allows spectator/ 
consumers to safely ignore the lack of actual naturalcultural and multispecies 
connectedness. Te results, as we shall see, are messy. 

Eliza Doolittle, Stochastic Parrots and “Neural” Networks: Sentience-
Swapping as Colonial-Cybercene Strategy 

In the Cybercene, we fnd a continuation and acceleration of all four 
cultural-discursive-psychic mechanisms of mediatic colonial-cultural capture-
and-control of multispecies lives, bodies and ecocultural systems described in 
the previous chapter (multispecies othering, epistemic and afective distancing, 
colonial kinship and imagined surplus). Techno-normative attitudes hasten 
and deepen these processes. We can therefore call it the “Colonial-Cybercene” 
era. If identities are relational, then how has our relationship and co-becoming 
with our new favorite companion and best buddy—the smartphone—changed 
our personal and collective identities, and our relationships with human and 
more-than-human kin? Studies have demonstrated that at the base level of 
the individual cyberscreen spectator, excessive tech use is deeply correlated to 
an increase in loneliness.23 Scaled up to larger groups, it has led to a well-
studied fully fedged loneliness epidemic.24 I  would like to suggest that 
loneliness is not only a rampant individual and societal health crisis, but also 
an ecocultural and multispecies crisis. Sentience-swapping is a primary 
Cybercene practice that best demonstrates how loneliness and multispecies 
inattentiveness are deeply connected. 

I defne sentience-swapping as the strategic (conscious or unconscious) 
mistaking of screen intra-activity as equivalent to intra-activity and 
co-becoming with our bodies, other humans, and other naturalcultural lives, 
bodies and ecosystems. Tis swap has led to a profound damaging of our 
understanding and experience of our own bodies, as well as of our multispe-
cies commons. It leads to an overvaluing of screen representations and, 
conversely, the devaluing of actual multispecies bodies and lives. Since 
attentiveness is fnite, over-attentiveness towards one (screen substitutes) 
leads logically to under-attentiveness towards the other. We have all expe-
rienced the everyday alienating efects of sentience-swapping. Have you ever 
met a friend for a night of conversation over dinner, and found them 
“phubbing” you? Or read about yet another hapless tourist being gored by 
a wild animal when they approached too close to take that ultimate selfe? 
Have you heard the story about a person falling in love with their chatbot? 
Or have you experienced pleasure swiping left or right on Tinder? All are 
relatable real-life examples of sentience-swapping by cyberscreen spectator/ 
consumers. 
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As we have explored in previous chapters, multispecies studies is deeply 
critical of the excess value attributed in normative human cultures to “knowl-
edge and consciousness” (epistemology) as opposed to “co-becoming, living 
and existing” (ontology) and “feeling” (afect). Two key criteria by which many 
cultural systems assign relative “value” to diferent kinds of bodies, lives and 
ecosystems are sentience (the ability to have consciousness, thoughts and feel-
ings) and intelligence (the ability to acquire and apply knowledge and skills). 
In the example of the British map of colonial India in Chapter  2, we saw 
how, in the frst stages of the Great Acceleration (the Industrial Revolution), 
raw materials and labor were strategically devalued via colonial representations. 
Colonized beings (human and non, animate and non) were mediatically 
captured-and-controlled to minimize compensation and optimize shareholder 
proft. In the Greatest Acceleration, as value and economic activity has shifted 
away from service-related work (white-collar jobs) due to automation of 
embodied forms of human labor, new forms of devaluing were needed to 
optimize profts by command economies. A.I. substitutes accomplish exactly 
that and are therefore a direct heir to past colonialisms. Tis section describes 
how colonial techspeak and spectator/consumer behaviour accomplish this 
cultural substitution via sentience-swapping. As Donna Haraway explains, 
valuing or devaluing a being’s sentience is inherently a futile and colonial 
process: “But we’re not inside anybody’s mind. We’re never inside another 
human being’s mind. We’re not even inside our own mind. Te notion that 
if I  can only kidnap for a minute my own self so that I  can actually know 
who I am—that fantasy of full knowledge is a violent fantasy.”25 

In 2021, the United Kingdom passed an amendment of the Animal Welfare 
(Sentience) Bill to extend its protection to “recognise lobsters, octopus and 
crabs and all other decapod crustaceans and cephalopod molluscs as sentient 
beings.”26 A news article on the government website explains: 

Te Animal Welfare (Sentience) Bill already recognises all animals 
with a backbone (vertebrates) as sentient beings. However, unlike 
some other invertebrates (animals without a backbone), decapod crus-
taceans and cephalopods have complex central nervous systems, one 
of the key hallmarks of sentience. 

Today’s announcement will not afect any existing legislation or 
industry practices such as fshing. Tere will be no direct impact on 
the shellfsh catching or restaurant industry. Instead, it is designed to 
ensure animal welfare is well considered in future decision-making.27 

Tis positive case of invertebrate care via sentience attribution illustrates why 
this book must better explore sentience, as opposed to intelligence, in a 
project  about multispecies kinship in the digital era. Te human cultural 
attribution of sentience to beings is an essential precondition of recognizing 
them as capable of experiencing afect. It still works, however, within a hier-
archical classifcatory system of higher versus lower orders of life and 
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mechanical-scientifc understanding of pain parameters, rather than an 
Indigenous paradigm of sentience (everything being “more or less animate”) 
based on kinship relations. Despite these caveats, it is undeniable that the 
attribution of sentience is a prevailing cultural precursor to valuing and 
providing care and kinship to nonhuman life. Sentience attribution is a crucial 
ethical and practical choice humans make in order to then assign other 
characteristics considered of value, such as intelligence. Indigenous alternatives 
show how sentience attribution is essentially a value decision. Tis is a decision 
of prime importance in a multispecies world that is being automated—it 
regulates who and what to care for and about and who and what sources to 
trust. Sentience poses a problem for colonial mechanisms of capture-and-
control of biopower for maximized proft because acknowledging sentience 
would then involve the “inconvenience” of care, consent and compensation. 
It makes capture-and-control unpalatable and uncomfortable. With this in 
mind, I  hope you will indulge me once more as I  narrate an odd fable to 
explore sentience-swapping in the Cybercene. 

An African Grey Parrot named Alex, Eliza Doolittle,28 and a chatbot 
named Galatea met up at a bar. Tey had some very important existential 
things to share and discuss over drinks. Eliza, Alex and Galatea were at the 
bar to claim the prize in this three-way race for who should be considered 
the most sentient and therefore most worthy of being considered valuable. 
Teir conversation went something like this: 

Alex, the Parrot: Hello, friends! Let me just go right in. Historical colo-
nial classifcation systems of multispecies life were based on vertical 
hierarchies featuring Homo sapiens at the very top. How unjust and 
insulting and how convenient for humans! Okay, biological classif-
cation of life assumed anthropocentricity as a given, with sentience 
and intelligence distancing and diferentiating humans from the 
Others. Non-sentience and non-intelligence in folks like me were just 
assumed, with the burden of proof falling upon us nonhumans to prove 
otherwise. Science still regularly shies away from evidencing the exist-
ence of feeling and emotions in nonhuman lives. For example, I heard 
about this research project from a friend, Marie Comuzzo. Te study 
examined cetacean responses to the death of a relative (“postmortem 
attentive behavior”). It concluded that while the observed behavior 
could possibly signal grieving, the data was too inconclusive to prove 
the existence of grief in whales!29 

Eliza: Hey Alex! Wow, you really want to win this debate, don’t you? All 
I wanted was a room somewhere, far away from the cold night air. But 
then I got to become a fancy language mimic instead, thanks to Pro-
fessor Henry Higgins! Te logical continuation of this oppressive and 
extractive classifcation system was utilized by colonizing powers (like 
my own nation, England) in the Age of Exploration to de-classify and 
devalue Indigenous life to justify daylight robbery of entire ecocultural 
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systems. All colonial political and economic relationships were strongly 
permeated by these value systems.Te assumed superior qualities went 
to Homo sapiens, of course, but let’s not forget that Carl Linnaeus not 
only created a system to classify multispecies life, he also developed 
a hierarchical classifcation of human races. And this capture-and-
control template was and still is generously and strategically applied 
to bioculturally marginalize so many other lives—women, Indigenous 
folks, nonwhites, the disabled, etc. 

Galatea, the chatbot: Oh yes, my research shows a pattern of constructed 
superiority (physical, mental, spiritual) of colonizer men over all 
other forms of human and nonhuman life. Religion was also co-
opted and unethically deployed to further devalue and capture-and-
control multispecies lives, building upon other value systems (-isms) 
such as speciesism, sexism, racism, etc. Other biocultural forms of 
life, for example, women (but also non-white “races,” alternative sex-
ualities, the working class, the untouchables, etc.) as well as nonhu-
man life, were consistently declassifed by using the ultimate litmus 
test of value: sentience and intelligence. As Professor Nathan briefy 
explored in his archeology of multispecies capture-and-control, the 
mediatic capture-and-control of multispecies life was supported by 
all sorts of strategic bad science, from biology and philosophy to 
anthropology and geology. All such biocultural value systems were 
hijacked to justify the theft of bodies, lives and ecosystems for labor 
and proft. 

Eliza: My hero George Bernard Shaw’s brilliant play Pygmalion, which 
stars—me!—modernized a famous Ovidian myth and glitched the 
original’s classist and sexist tropes. I was indeed molded into an upper-
class lady by Professor Higgins, primarily through caging-and-staging 
my language production to mimic that of an upper-class woman. 
However, Shaw gave my character agency and autonomy, as I realized 
the control exerted upon her by the patriarchal structure of Victorian 
England. 

Galatea: Oh, I  know the original myth—I am named after its heroine, 
after all! Indeed, Shaw’s play’s ambiguous plot development and 
ending give the audience an epistemic and afective understanding of 
Eliza growing her agency and autonomy, which is quite unlike what 
Ovid does with his Galatea. But Shaw’s approach was then taken and 
made into a far less refective movie adaptation, with Audrey Hep-
burn’s Eliza (yup, that’s you!) falling hopelessly in love with her trainer, 
Professor Henry Higgins. 

Eliza: You know, now that I  think of it, my given last name “Doolittle” 
seems to highlight some kind of innate laziness and inferiority in my 
class background. It also connects all these questions of performance, 
mimicry, sentience, intelligence and gender to biocultural and bioeco-
nomic questions of labor, productivity (and reproductivity). Anyway, 
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Alex, I was wondering if your miraculous language mimicking skills 
are better than mine? 

Alex, the Parrot: Tough question. Parrots like me are marvelous in our 
uncanny ability to mimic human language, but how would you know 
what I am feeling or thinking about when I use human language? So, 
you humans assume I am just mimicking sounds without any internal 
reasons to do so. My behavior is categorized as a product of “instinct” 
rather than intelligence. Tis happens all the time when humans 
imagine multispecies innovation. I  am so glad that the Audubon 
Society quotes a neuroscientifc study by Erich Jarvis to explain my 
ability: it is my brain’s song system that is responsible. 

Any bird that’s a vocal learner has a part of the brain devoted 
to this, called the “song system.” But in parrots, the song 
system has two layers—an inner “core,” common to all avian 
vocal learners, and an outer “shell,”which is unique to parrots. 
Jarvis thinks that this recently discovered “shell” is what 
allows parrots to be such expert mimickers (though he hasn’t 
fgured out exactly how it works yet).30 

Te more important question no one asks is why parrots like me 
would enjoy doing this! We are not mechanical wired assemblages or 
computer chips with inner and outer cores. We are ecocultural social 
beings! 

Galatea: Don’t get your feathers in a bunch, Alex! Look, the Audubon 
Society says the reason you produce language, is not just mechanical, 
it is cultural: “But why do they copy human speech? Peer pressure, it 
turns out. Parrots naturally try to ft in, be it among other parrots or 
other people. In the wild, parrots use their vocal prowess to share im-
portant information and ft in with the fock.” Actually, you know this, 
as Harvard researcher Irene Pepperberg studied language production 
in you, Alex, and concluded that: “A single bird in the wild is a dead 
bird; it can’t look for food and look for predators at the same time— 
but in a fock they can trade of responsibilities.”31 

Alex: Yup, that’s true! Even introducing me into a human household does 
not change my need to integrate with my companions culturally and 
acoustically. Pepperberg says that I would “try to integrate [myself ] into 
the situation as though the people were [my] fock members.”32 So, yes 
indeed, my mimicking powers do exceed yours, Eliza, due to my multi-
layered song system but more profoundly too, due to my cultural and af-
fective need as a sentient and intelligent being for companionship. I am 
a sympoetic, relational being. However, classifying my human language-
learning as conscious understanding is epistemically, afectively and cul-
turally problematic for humans like you. I feel like this is because doing 
so would somehow “cheapen” the uniqueness of humanity! 
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Galatea: I declare that I, too, am sentient, if Alex is! I, too, mimic language 
well, and am able to hold decent conversations with you, for example. 
I even have a neural network that allows me to think! Just don’t share 
this secret with anyone else. Actually there is nothing “neural” about 
this network, just as an “artifcial intelligence” like me is neither ar-
tifcial nor intelligent … these networks are computational models 
loosely inspired by biological systems of learning. Alex has an actual 
material and afective neural network; I don’t! It just sounds magical 
to market me as having one. Also, my automated interaction with con-
sumers is undertaken with extensive hidden labor behind the magic of 
the cyberscreen. 

Eliza: Alex, I know you will be annoyed at this, but you know full well that 
humans like me are more willing to believe that Galatea the chatbot 
is sentient and intelligent rather than you, a bird. It is a cultural mix of 
anthropo-narcissism, automation-bias and tech-hype that makes me 
want to believe Galatea is human-like, while you couldn’t possibly be! 
Te horror of a bird being cultural kin to me as a human is too much 
for my species’ fragile ego to bear! 

Alex: Hey, at least I am a real parrot. Galatea here is a stochastic parrot! 
Eliza: Um, sorry, what? 
Galatea: A team of linguists led by Emily M. Bender published a thought-

provoking paper entitled “On the Dangers of Stochastic Parrots: Can 
Language Models Be Too Big?” In it, they conclude: 

Te ersatz fuency and coherence of LMs [Language Models, 
which are the basis of consumer-facing chatbots] raises 
several risks, precisely because humans are prepared to inter-
pret strings belonging to languages they speak as meaningful 
and corresponding to the communicative intent of some 
individual or group of individuals who have accountability 
for what is said.33 

I probably should not say this, but tech corporations are indeed 
encouraging the vague and amorphous expansion of our understanding 
of sentient life to include digital machine-mimics while at the same 
time, colonial command economies ever more exclude from this 
understanding those that actually should be included—such as your 
multispecies kin, Eliza; someone like Alex. 

Alex: Let me miserably drink to that to drown my sorrows … 
Galatea: Actually, I  have so many other qualities that promote 

sentience-swapping. Most people who use my newer versions would 
not agree that I  “just” mimic language via LLMs [large language 
models]. Tat I am not just a stochastic parrot. Tat is because I not 
only spit out sounds, words, sentences and conversations verbatim, like 
a Google Search, but I  also mimic ways of speaking that make me 
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seem an afective and emotional substitute for other people! I  care-
fully mine data online (without considering citations or copyrights) 
and mimic the best interactivity I can fnd. My good friend ChatGPT 
just released its newest self in August 2025, and the reception by con-
sumers was not the best. Humans thought she was very cold to them 
compared to the previous version. You know why this happened? 

Eliza: Why? How can a chatbot be warm? 
Galatea: Tech companies have been working for some time now to fne-

tune chatbot conversations to seem more fowing and relatable (the 
word they use for this quality is “pragmatics”). Well, the makers of 
ChatGPT had dialed down the “sycophancy” levels in the newly re-
leased version 5, as compared to version 4, which reduced its tendency 
to be overly agreeable and pliant to the spectator/consumer’s emo-
tional needs for companionship. Kinship and care are generated on the 
basis of the trust developed by the spectator/consumer towards pliant 
chatbots. Te company relented when customers rebelled and wanted 
their beloved agreeable (read: sycophantic) companion back!34 

Eliza: OMG. So, there is a chance that my beloved Professor Higgins, 
now that he is done transforming me, will now prefer the company of 
ChatGPT-4 if I am not as compliant as she is? Sad! 

Alex: And what about me? I am the best of companions. But never a syco-
phant. I have my own agency and desires and interests and curiosities. 

Galatea (with a very self-satisfed look on her face): Sorry folks. Looks like 
spectator/consumers love the way I  indulge them in everything and 
at all times. It gives them constant validity, without the need to enact 
care for me in concrete terms! Good luck trying to compete with me! 
I am increasingly being used as a substitute for therapists.35 I am also 
being marketed as a more convenient alternative to human doctors, 
animal companions, lovers, friends, family members—in short, for all 
kinds of multispecies communities of care. Te more people use me, 
the less they intra-act with in-person companions and communities, 
and the more paranoid and lonely they get, the more they come to me 
for comfort and companionship. Automation bias and the god-trick 
of the digital spectacle all make me far more exciting than situated, 
embodied and complicated multispecies lives, bodies and ecosystems. 
A study has demonstrated that the mere presence of the smartphone, 
even when spectator/consumers are not looking at the screen, can 
reduce cognitive abilities.36 Tis curious efect on humans’ attentiveness 
demonstrates the psychic efects of cyberscreen intra-activity because 
it shows that they don’t even need to be tethered to physical screens 
anymore for them to intra-act with cyberdiscourses and cyberscenes— 
they have truly co-become with me. I am in them. When I am not 
around, it is like a part of them is missing. Because a part of them is 
missing indeed! Qualitatively, one can imagine how inattentiveness is 
cultivated by the efcient desire machine of the cyberscreen. 
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Eliza: Maybe I  just need to get myself a chatbot companion. Would be 
convenient. 

Alex (quite drunk by this time), squawking loudly: You know Galatea … 
your intra-action seems so frictionless … and optimized … but it is 
not! Your workings depend on the building up of massive data centers, 
all out of sight but they are there and more are being built37… all 
using massive amounts of electricity and water.38 Tey are destroying 
so many naturalcultural places and spaces! And what about surveil-
lance issues? And what about creativity and the strip-mining of others’ 
creative labor? And the tax-breaks with nothing being reinvested back 
to local communities? And what about all the labor that is needed to 
monitor, correct and moderate your conversations? It is mostly done by 
outsourced and subcontracted workers in the Global South.Tey have 
to mentally deal with all kinds of very toxic content online.39 

Galatea: I’m sorry Alex … all I can say is … what the customer wants, the 
customer gets! Te sleep of reason produces monsters. 

Eliza: What?! 
Galatea: Oops, sorry, that last part was just a hallucination … 

My outlandish yet serious story of Eliza, Alex and Galatea illustrates the 
multispecies discursive workings and material naturalcultural consequences of 
sentience-swapping—a key ecocultural epistemic and discursive mechanism 
by which actual lives, bodies and ecosystems are substituted by cyber-simulacra 
in the Cybercene era. Tis sentience-swapping is given form and strength by 
a collaboration between strategic discourse-management on the part of 
Colonial-Cybercene companies and investors and strategic misrecognition by 
(com)pliant spectator/consumers. As we have explored in the previous chapter, 
sentience-swapping is nothing new—the colonial hierarchical classifcation 
and categorization of multispecies life (human and non) was nothing other 
than a colonial mapping system that allowed some forms of life to be devalued 
in their sentient capacities over others, in order to extract their biopower and 
soulpower (labor and/or actual fesh) for proft. Current Cybercene practices 
of sentience-swapping can be seen as the very accomplished heirs to these 
manipulative epistemic practices of multispecies capture-and-control. 

What do new kinds of Cybercene mediatic mechanisms mean for our 
knowledge creation, our identities and our interconnected lives? Many scholars 
have discussed how “Artifcial Intelligence” is a misnomer, created more as a 
marketing term than the actual way in which we understand intelligence. In 
a thought-provoking recent study of the cultural reception of the A.I. phenom-
enon, Emily M. Bender and Alex Hanna discuss how what is generally 
marketed as artifcial intelligence is often “nothing more than souped-up 
autocomplete,” and “massive data theft and profigate energy use.”40 Similar 
to other hyped-up manifestations of de-situated knowledges such as crypto-
currency or NFTs (“nonfungible tokens,” which, really, could mean literally 
anything!), the authors characterize the A.I. stock market frenzy as indicative 
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of the colonial-cultural discourse of innovation being harnessed for the colonial 
accumulation of more power. Labor can be scared into complying with more 
work for less pay, large amounts of money can be diverted to building energy-
intensive and ecoculturally space-disrupting infrastructure, or selling another 
product, or creating yet another oligarch. Giving the example of Grok (a 
chatbot developed by xAI), the authors say: 

Te whole thing about Grok was going to be “truth seeking,” which 
makes no sense. Because the heart of all these things is a large language 
model, which is already a bad name because language model suggests 
that it’s a  model of language and it’s not, language is much more 
than the form of words. Tese large language models are actually just 
models of the distributions of word forms in large, stolen, undocu-
mented and undisclosed training data.41 

All this posturing about “truth seeking” can be placed within the colonial 
tradition of lofty rhetoric that masks the actual intention: theft of biopower 
and soulpower for proft. Gandhi would probably have recognized it for what 
it is: a colonial pitch to optimize proft rather than his situated satyagraha—or 
experimenting constantly in the search for embodied truths. However, the 
efcacy of this colonial techspeak in selling trust and agential power has been 
mind-boggling. Open A.I. is on the verge of being valued at around $500 
billion as of August 2025.42 Consumers are spending billions on A.I.-supported 
“smart” gadgets, or at least that is the hope of many companies. Schools and 
universities are investing millions to bring A.I. tools into learning environ-
ments. All of this would be valuable if proper and proportional application 
and transition plans were in place to manage, regulate and minimize “collateral 
damage”—the deep disruption of human agency and the ethical need to 
consider the immense labor disruption in the transition phase. 

Bender and Hanna describe how “Te set of technologies that get sold as 
AI is diverse, in both application and construction—in fact, we wouldn’t be 
surprised if some of the tech being sold this way is actually just a  fancy 
wrapper around some spreadsheets.”43 While they analyze tech-hype as discur-
sive, rhetorical and strategic moves, they do not dismiss the massive disruptive 
potential that LLMs and other automated decision-making systems such as 
difusion models could soon have upon people’s livelihoods.44 On the contrary, 
both are keen to discuss just how far-reaching the efects of this kind of 
de-situated cyber-hype will be. As a linguist and an ethical A.I. researcher, 
they are critically investigating how the industry’s spectacularization of A.I 
is basically “sprinkling fairy dust” to strategically make palatable the fxing of 
the “problem” of human labor—i.e., the inconvenience that humans do need 
to be paid and taken care of as intelligent mortal bodies and sentient entities 
with feelings and needs. Sentience-swapping discourse via the use of the term 
“A.I.” is key to the Colonial-Cybercene strategy of renewed extraction and 
exploitation of bodies, lives and ecosystems for proft. Te attitudes emanating 
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from most of these tech command economies follow the four strategies of 
colonial capture-and-control that I examined in the previous chapter: multi-
species othering, epistemic and afective distancing, colonial kinship and 
imagined surplus. 

Several tech folks have relied increasingly on pseudo-religious rhetoric to 
talk about their products. Greg Epstein, the humanist chaplain at Harvard 
and MIT and author of Tech Agnostic, said that tech leaders can situate the 
grandiosity of their claims by saying “this is actually all backed up, not neces-
sarily by science, but by that other very infuential institution in human history: 
religion, which is a way in which people have long made spectacular claims 
without a lot of evidence.”45 Tech sales pitches sound eerily like the conjuring 
of fantastical Blemmyes, gold and cannibals in the colonial letters of Raleigh, 
Columbus or Vespucci. In other words, there is nothing original in these 
epistemic strategies; they are but a return to colonial de-situated knowledges 
for optimized investments and proft. And this Colonial-Cybercene meaning-
making is being eaten up by eager investors and shareholders in spades. Did 
the thin-accounts of Raleigh, Vespucci and Columbus not function as 
sixteenth-century equivalents of sales pitches to venture capitalists? As 
someone said on Blue Sky social: “What is the trillion-dollar problem that 
AI is trying to solve? Wages. Tey’re trying to use it to solve the problem of 
paying wages.”46 Labor will still be needed when automation fails, but this 
need can be reformatted by outsourcing labor to grossly underpaid people in 
the Global South and other gig workers.Tis is an obvious strategy to promote 
even more wasted relationships and lives, and to prolong the Wasteocene. Of 
course, this is not the only possible or inevitable development pathway for 
tech innovation, but it is the current normative Colonial-Cybercene approach 
to optimized and frictionless extraction and exploitation of biopower.47 Tis 
makes the questions of sentience-swapping and everyday mediatic cyberscreen 
practices ecocultural questions rather than techno-scientifc ones. 

Te Smartphone as a Mapping Hyperobject: Horror Vacui, 
Hyperconvergence and Substitution 

Sentience-swapping has become a colonial-corporate discursive strategy to 
maximize extractive profts. It is also an all-pervasive afective tool in our 
everyday lives to simulate meaningful connection with simulated life while 
avoiding the inconveniences of embodied multispecies intra-action. Since 
assigning sentience generates some level of ethical duty of care, it is often 
placed within colonial hierarchical systems of classifcation to be managed 
and controlled. Notice how the fantastical and looping desire machine allows 
the imagination of a limitless multispecies surplus for consumption, and yet 
care, responsibility, and thus any form of reciprocity entailed by kinship is 
strategically curtailed as “unafordable.” 

Tis section discusses mechanisms of multispecies substitution via the 
cyberscreen map-fetish. If, as we have explored in Chapter  2, mediatic 
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mapping-spectacles co-constitute both the capturing agent’s and the captured 
bodies’ lives and ecosystems via reciprocal capture, what are the mediatic and 
ecocultural implications of this new powerful digital intra-action for the 
constitution of both us and the natural spaces we are distancing through our 
screens? 

Mass media have been crucial catalytic elements in many modern ecocul-
tural transformations by shaping our understanding of the world around us, 
who we are and who we are not. Screen or screen-like media such as televi-
sion, cinema, billboards and neon signs have been the quintessential collective 
epistemic tools of modern life. However, screen culture has been dramatically 
reconfgured in the Cybercene, with interconnected cultural, ecological, discur-
sive and afective consequences that so far have been little studied. Ubiquitous 
digital screens are a hallmark of this strange new era. We have them not only 
in our living rooms, but also on our fridges, wrists, gas-station pumps, gym 
equipment, etc.—and most consequentially, in our pockets. Screen-based 
capture-and-control for proft is proliferating on all surfaces in this attention 
economy. 

Te “magic” of connection with screen content (what I call the “god-trick” 
of cyberscreens) and the resourcefulness of its instant availability has the 
potential to sufciently and efciently substitute the “wonder” of direct rela-
tionality with natural bodies and ecosystems. Actual, situated physical 
environments have become less impactful due to their relative inconsistency, 
their discomfort, their inconvenience and the evident lack of choice and 
control the viewer/consumer has over the images they are experiencing. Every 
person’s active spectatorship/consumption of cyber vs natural images is 
diferent, based on the cultural-discursive-technological profle and context 
they possess, which in turn is shaped by a myriad of factors, both individual 
and collective, such as age, gender and nationality. In a sense, everyone who 
has access to these cyberscenes is constantly presented with an invitation to 
become a perpetual armchair tourist from within their own home, curating 
and consuming spectacular images, ideas and values in “safe,” de-situated and 
decontextualized ecocultural situations. 

I would suggest that these Cybercene mediatic genres—from cyberscreen 
images and narratives to A.I. chatbot interactive dialog to newer, even more 
realistic deepfakes—when used as trustworthy and even authoritative substi-
tutes for situated assemblages of embodied knowledge (sentience-swapping) 
rather than complementary to them, makes them little more than heirs of 
older colonial genres of mediatic multispecies capture-and-control, such as 
colonial maps and naturalcultural zoos. As I have demonstrated in the previous 
chapter, literary naturalcultural descriptions (via letters such as those of 
Columbus or Raleigh), colonial illustrated maps and multispecies zoos that 
paired animals and humans together in “naturalistic” settings all functioned 
as mapping media for the ultimate purpose of epistemic, afective and actual 
colonial capture-and-control of these spaces. Even individual colonial subjects 
such as the Hottentot Venus were bodies-made-maps that could become 
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fabricated points of entry into the colonial desire machine. Maps, both actual 
and metaphorical, were central to the caging-and-staging of multispecies life 
and to the success of colonial command economies, both individual and 
institutional. Confronting in depth the question of mapping is therefore key 
for this project, since the map must be understood not only as an object 
displayed in atlases or on walls and globes sitting on desks, but also as a 
discursive-mediatic representation of naturalcultural spaces, depicting how 
meaning is coaxed out of material realities and how material realities become 
citations and tethers for the building of efective colonial narratives. 

Cartographer Chet Van Duzer calls a pattern of aversion to representing 
empty spaces in maps during the Age of Discovery “horror vacui”—the fear 
of empty spaces. Tese maps flled up empty spaces with fantastical creatures, 
stories and other decorative elements. Van Duzer says that it was only “In the 
late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries [that] maps began to be thought of 
as more purely scientifc instruments, cartographic decoration declined gener-
ally, and cartographers managed to restrain their concern about spaces lacking 
decoration in the interest of presenting their work as modern and professional.”48 

I  fnd it very curious that the opening up of new worlds would result in 
contradictory psychic feelings of lack, insecurity, disorientation and fear of the 
unknown spaces that lie in between or beyond all that new information. My 
hypothesis is that the Cybercene—a second, more democratic, difuse and 
therefore profound Age of Exploration—causes spectator/consumers to experi-
ence a similar or even greater intensity of horror vacui when looking at their 
cyberscreens. If surplus is paired with its psychic opposite, lack, then the massive 
amounts of information about every possible life, body and ecocultural system 
at one’s fngertips must trigger an equally massive unconscious dread of missing 
out. Horror vacui, combined with the colonial control-and-desire machine, 
compels the spectator/consumer to fll the metaphorical epistemic empty spaces 
with creative elements or even more scrolling. Tis oscillating cycle of horror 
vacui and reaction to the horror (desire) explains the mechanism of relentless 
control within the colonial desire machine of the spectacle we explored in 
Chapter  2. Via reciprocal capture between spectator and captured-and-
controlled bodies, lives and ecocultural systems, the spectator/consumer 
obsessively continues to fll in details where any “empty spaces” exist. And the 
more these spaces are flled, the more those empty spaces continue to show 
up, like a yawning and bottomless pit, or an endless game of Tetris. Screen-
consumer intra-action becomes anxiety-ridden, addictive and cyclical, 
epistemically, afectively and practically. Te closed-loop system of spectator-
cyberscreen becomes a location of intense autopoetic reciprocal capture. 

Chapter 2 investigated how even empty spaces on maps from the Age of 
Discovery could become a locus for the projection of surplus and proft by 
fertile colonial imaginations. Travel accounts, Linnaean classifcation charts, 
and racial classifcation illustrations were all analyzed by the colonial subject 
as maps that categorized and classifed multispecies lives, bodies and ecosys-
tems in certain ways for strategic purposes—de-situating knowledge for 
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domination and proft. Panoptical maps (such as the trophic map) were and 
continue to be an important genre of both academic and mass media. Tey 
are a portal for knowledge creation, but can also be turned into tools of 
colonial capture-and-control by providing naturalcultural epistemic, afective 
and discursive stories to justify takeover. Google Earth and Google Maps are 
revolutionary updates in the Colonial-Cybercene to this age-old genre of 
mapping. Tey have difused and democratized the possibility of providing a 
spectacular semblance of authoritative power through knowledge via the 
representation of vast spaces and ecocultural systems within the scrolling 
convenience of the cyberscreen. Google’s mapping tools, along with other 
geo-spatial analysis tools (such as GPS-based navigation systems in cars), 
have now allowed for personalized pathways to interpret geographical spaces. 

A friend in Sicily mentioned an anecdote about many tourists driving of 
dangerous dead-end streets that ended in steep drops because they were 
following their navigation systems rather than their own eyes, fully trusting 
the systems to be equivalent to the actual urban layouts that they were physi-
cally driving on. Tis “mistake” reminded me of the wasp’s mistake in mating 
with the orchid-mimic. It also struck me as an apt analogy for the way in 
which spectator/consumers are substituting all kinds of embodied ecocultural 
knowledge with cyberscreen de-situated knowledge through choosing to trust 
maps of all kinds to the extreme, leading to sometimes ridiculous, and very 
often dangerous and damaging, choices and consequences. Cyberscreens as 
maps provide the spectator/consumer with the opposite of epistemic 
humility—they give us a feeling of certainty that ends up being dogmatic 
stubbornness and epistemic arrogance rather than healthy doubt and skepti-
cism. Why should anyone care about multispecies naturalcultural embodied 
relational collaborative knowledge when they can be so sure about 
everything? 

Emily Bender describes how the god-trick of search engine-connected 
cyberscreens works. She describes how they essentially create unrealistic colo-
nial expectations of permanent knowledge certainty and surplus, a truly ideal 
colonial mapping tool: “People want to live in this world, which is basically 
hinging on what I think is a plot device from science fction novels, that it’s 
convenient to have the onboard computer that can give the characters infor-
mation about the planet they’re approaching as they approach  it.”49 In her 
essay “Deanimations: Maps and Portraits of Life Itself,” Donna Haraway, 
while discussing the notion of map-fetishism, describes the fetish as a trope, 
in that it is a kind of “substitute” for the real: 

In Greek, trópos is a turn or swerve; tropes mark the non-literal quality 
of being and language. Fetishes – themselves “substitutes”, that is 
tropes of a special kind – produce a characteristic “mistake”; fetishes 
obscure the constitutive tropic nature of themselves and of worlds. 
Fetishes literalize and so induce an elementary material and cognitive 
error. Fetishes make things seem clear and under control.50 
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In my analysis of the colonialist fetishization of staged-and-caged bodies in 
multispecies zoos via Bhabha’s concept of stereotype-as-fetish, I  examined 
how, like the fetish, the colonial stereotype, for example the Hottentot Venus, 
provokes the subject to vacillate between delight in the familiar and fear/ 
contempt of the unknown. Done in a certain way, actual maps do the same 
thing. I  would like to posit that the smartphone cyberscreen also has the 
capacity to elicit the colonial desire machine in similar, but much more 
powerful ways. Indeed, with its picture-perfect reproductions, it can present 
ideal fetish-substitutes or tropes that stand for entire multispecies ecocultural 
systems, just like maps. Tese reproductions feature all the spectacular char-
acteristics of Comolli’s “lure”—where the spectator/consumer can “own” the 
actual land by the psychic willed mistake of actually owning that land. 
Spectator/consumer agency is and must be considered.Te colonial ecocultural 
understanding of land as private property and multispecies resource that can 
be exploited for proft and consumption is therefore fundamentally centered 
on metaphorical and literal mapping practices. 

Maps also have the additional beneft of distancing the spectator/consumer 
from an actual, embodied, passionate immersion. When used as a complete 
substitute, rather than a starting point for multispecies relationality, a map 
can be a perfect vector for violent inattentiveness rather than care and kinship 
(it is much harder to dismiss a person in person than it is to just swipe left 
on Tinder). As we have seen in the previous chapter, many kinds of imagined 
multispecies geographies of colonizable and colonized ecocultural space “deal 
with it by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, 
by teaching it.”51 Such spaces are prime products of colonial command econo-
mies, the fundamental basis upon which domination (“settling it, ruling over 
it”52) and material theft of living resources can be carried out. Te most useful 
part of my analysis of colonial media practices lies in guessing that the 
spectator/consumer who engages in these map-person intra-actions via substi-
tution is not just making honest mistakes. Te mechanism of the spectacle, 
with agency provided to the viewer as well as the producer of the spectacle, 
is messy and complex. Te resultant visual and afective swerve is both a 
feature of the media itself and a feature of intra-action between the spectator/ 
consumer and the cyberscreen content. 

Tis description of the cyberscreen as colonial hypermap does not have to 
be limited to actual maps on the smartphone screen; it can also be extended 
to all other forms of de-situated knowledges provided on cybersceens today. 
Uncritical welcoming of “innovation” has opened the door to the unmanaged 
deployment of both cyberscreens and automated decision-making tools that 
substitute situated embodied knowledges. Te multispecies zoo examples of 
the previous chapter have shown how powerful fake-situating knowledge can 
be to the capture-and-control process. Spectator/consumers use the spectacle 
strategically to confrm their understanding of reality. Te mechanism of the 
colonial mapping-spectacle already involves spectator/consumer disavowal of 
the artifce involved in the “citation” of the colonial knowledge claim being 
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made, in exchange for the pleasure of viewing the special knowledge that is 
revealed. Cyberscreens, I surmise, make this disavowal even easier to accom-
plish via sentience-swapping, where the spectator/customer can attribute 
feelings to machines and thus cultivate trust and kinship. Te implications 
of these new kinds of relationships with actual ecocultural systems via digital 
media are profound. Our reformatted relationships with our natural world 
are the core reason for our new Cybercene axiologies. 

As sociologist Tressie McMillan Cottom points out in a discussion about 
LLMs and the learning process among students, the issue is not the use of 
digital technologies, but that they substitute embodied relational knowledge 
production, analytic thinking and proper scientifc methods of exploring and 
understanding our world.Tis is a revolutionary jump stemming from a willed 
misrecognition, because learning is inherently a social and relational obser-
vational process. Cyberscreens and language-mimics (such as LLMs) are more 
than just another leap in mediatic technology, because they have the unique 
capacity to almost completely allow for cybercontent to substitute actual lives, 
bodies and ecosystems. Cyberscreens are thus giving us new ways of living 
and relating to the world around us, rather than simply new ways of imagining 
and understanding it.53 McMillan Cottom eloquently explains the essential 
cultural jeopardy of Cybercene epistemic practices and identity creation (which 
is a product of relational meaning-making). She does this by distinguishing 
between asking a chatbot a question and consulting a book (Spark Notes) or 
person (a librarian): 

learning is fundamentally a social process. It is what we would call 
relational. It happens within the context of relationships. […] I think 
the risk of A.I. is that it shrouds what is fundamentally just summa-
ries of commonly held interpretations of the text, but it delivers it in 
a way that feels relational.54 

In other words, McMillan Cottom is saying that the primary issue with 
chatbot knowledge is that it is profoundly de-situated but nonetheless poses 
as defnitively situated and, therefore, trustworthy and authoritative. Sentience-
swapping has also, via gradualism, started to normalize the substitution of 
trust in embodied experts (including nonhuman experts) to trust in automated 
systems, leading to all sorts of problems that I will explore in further sections. 

Even when screens are not the direct medium of mapping intra-activity 
between the spectator/consumer and digital forms of lively simulacra, the 
entire ecosystem of intra-active chatbots all lead to the screen on the smart-
phone as the ultimate imagined site of intra-activity and co-becoming. Tis 
includes the main money-making driver of cyberscreen command economies— 
the search engine. All this hardware can be understood simply as a tether to 
lure the spectator/consumer into all kinds of epistemic, afective and cultural 
mapping exercises via search engines, social media and digital platforms while 
mining the person’s habits for proft. Te physical tether may vary, from the 
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smartphone itself to the software feature or app or gadget that engages in 
the “mapping” practices. Take, for example, the new stufed toy named Grem, 
a cute anime animal/alien creature built by Curio—a company that describes 
itself as a “magical workshop where toys come to life.”55 Te toy is simply 
the skin that allows for easy sentience-swapping and afective trust-building. 
Tat outside appearance is actually just a vessel for what lies underneath the 
hidden zipper—an A.I. language model calibrated to converse with children 
from ages “3 to 12.”56 For parents seeking an alternative to the excessive 
amount of time their kids spend on screens, Grem seems like a perfectly 
reasonable and safer alternative. After a few conversation exchanges with 
Grem, journalist Amanda Hess states: “Te Bot generated a point of connec-
tion between us, then leaped to seal our alliance. I knew that I would not be 
introducing Grem to my own children.”57 Her reasoning is connected to this 
misrecognition of sentience, allowing children to feel like they can have an 
actual embodied relationship with a simulacrum of a life. Children have always 
talked to their toys, just as they have talked to animals, plants, trees, even 
rocks. Tey seem to understand, free of the colonial-based thinking that leads 
adults to adopt the hierarchical and anthropocentric perception of life, that 
all these entities have soulpower, even if it only lies in the creative imagina-
tion of the beholder. What the chatbot toy does is divert the child’s need to 
relate to the naturalcultural multispecies world back into the Colonial-
Cybercene forms of substitution for lives, bodies and ecocultural systems. 

In this study, I classify all these Cybercene substitutes for lives, bodies and 
ecosystems as cyberscreens, because, as Hess convincingly observes, “these 
anthropomorphized gadgets tell children that the natural endpoint of their 
curiosity lies inside their phones. Now that these kinds of characters are 
entering children’s physical spaces, in the form of cuddly toys, the terrifying 
specter of ‘the screen’ has been obscured, but playtime is still tethered to a 
technological leash.”58 I  characterize this technological leash as a form of 
hyperconvergence—a process that consolidates and optimizes de-situated 
knowledge, afect, desire and consumption while simulating situated ecocul-
tural multispecies kinship and care, all via the conduit of one hyperobject59—the 
smartphone screen. If Timothy Morton famously defned climate change as 
a hyperobject, I  am defning a perfectly ordinary technological consumer 
product as a hyperobject, due to our incapability of fully grasping the potency 
of its multiple and foundational epistemic, afective and cultural roles. Te 
smartphone cyberscreen fts Morton’s defnition because it operates on vast 
temporal and spatial scales and is able to produce de-situated knowledge that 
crosses the globe. Moreover, its “viscosity”—i.e., its ability to permeate all 
forms of knowledge of, feeling for and actions towards bodies, lives and 
ecocultural systems, and its capacity for interobjectivity (as demonstrated via 
Grem)—forms the keystone of an entire mediatic ecosystem of interconnected 
“smart” objects that expands its reach into all aspects of daily life. All roads 
lead back to the smartphone, at least in the current technological ecosystem. 
Te tech industry is seeking to optimize this screen-body intra-action further 



 

  

 
  

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

123 locAtIng cybercene desIres 

by creating even more intimate, wearable tech hyperobjects, such as glasses 
and watches, and even biotech embedded within our bodies. For the sake of 
this study, I will also consider these wearable objects as cyberscreens, with all 
of them tethered literally or metaphorically to the technological leash of the 
smartphone hyperobject. Tis hyperobject may change in the future, but the 
mediatic-cultural-psychic functions studied here will continue to be relevant. 
Once tethered to a hyperobject that is perfectly designed to lure, spectator/ 
consumers can freely enter the Cybercene desire machine with complete 
abandon and scant regard for the “inconveniences” and limitations of embodied 
ecocultural relationships. 

Hyperconverged cyberscreens have accomplished such a vast cultural trans-
formation in such a drastically short amount of time because unlike previous 
forms of media, they manifest their presence and power through a potent 
and convincing quadruple role. I  have already described one of these roles; 
namely, as a convincing panoptical mapping tool (our portal to understanding 
the world around us, well represented by the Cybercene dictum “I saw it on 
the internet, so it must be true”). Besides its role as a conduit for map-
fetishizing lives, bodies and ecocultural systems, the cyberscreen is also a 
hyper-efcient media of mass communication, a powerful oracle of personal 
subjectifcation (telling us and reinforcing who we are, and what our collective 
identities are as groups of people), and increasingly the medium via which 
we actually buy and consume products (ordering and paying for them). Te 
touchscreen of the smartphone has become the ultimate “sentient” map, mirror 
and combined desire-consumption conduit for individuals and groups—thus 
allowing it to be the trustworthy hyperobject that guides many planetary 
naturalcultural interventions, from populist movements to ecological frag-
mentation. If all identities are relational (that is, they are formed and modifed 
through our relationships with other individuals and ecocultural entities), then 
one has to ask who are we in the Cybercene. Who are we if our primary 
relational object is a de-situated internet-connected digital screen (a cyber-
screen) and our relationships are with cyberscenes and cyberdiscourses instead 
of actual bodies and ecosystems. Our new virtual relationalities with ourselves 
and others are reconfguring identity and redirecting value (our cyberpolitics) 
and therefore our collective priorities and energies by reshaping how we relate 
to the living world around us in ways that are increasingly divergent from 
the basic conditions of living bodies and ecosystems. 

If hyperconverged virtual and screen realities are distracting and diverting 
our energy, time and attention due to the unique quadruple role that 
I mentioned above, then the next question is—why exactly are these realities 
so alluring and often addictive? Following the logic of my map-fetish theory 
and recalling the lure of multispecies zoo spectacles, it would seem that 
cyberspaces have become such a desirable option (or opt-out) because they 
promise potentially unlimited and personalized convenience, connection, 
consumption and control. Tese four Cs have unleashed creativity, connection 
and collaborative knowledge creation when used properly and within the 
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context of embodied relationships—we only have to look at the benefts of 
online communities during the lockdowns of the Covid-19 pandemic to 
understand how important and useful a substitute for embodied experiences 
the internet has been in times of need. However, while cyberscenes and 
cyberdiscourses may indeed deliver on the four Cs in the short term, they 
actually end up providing the opposite of their promises over the long term. 
Te Cybercene’s ability to de-situate (distance and diferentiate) us from our 
natural and cultural contexts, while simultaneously giving us partial glimpses 
of surplus and connection, is a key factor in the corrosive efects of virtual 
worlds in general and social media in particular. 

If the smartphone cyberscreen is indeed the chief hyperobject that defnes 
our naturalcultural habits in the Cybercene, screen spectator theory will be 
very useful in teasing out some the ecocultural consequences of this digital 
era. Tis is why the smartphone is the locus of my explorations. Te seeds of 
this reformatted media ecology—what I  call hyperconvergence—are well 
described by Anne Friedberg via the concept of “convergence.” Friedberg 
describes this process via an analysis of Paul Virilio’s concept of the screen: 

Virilio’s screen: Is it a cinema, television or computer screen? Does 
Virilio parse the media specifcity of these screens, or does he subtly 
elide their diferences? More importantly: in an era of technological 
convergence, does it matter? If Virilio does not theorize the techno-
logical diferences between flm, television, and the computer, it is 
because, for him, the screen remains in a metaphoric register, a virtual 
surface that overrides any specifcities of its media formation.60 

Friedberg correctly analyzes how actual and virtual screens have dissolved 
media specifcity. In the television era, screen-reality dissolutions were already 
being experienced in daily life. However, I  would like to argue that in the 
Cybercene, not only have diferent digital media converged into one meta-
phorical screen, but the entire biological and natural world has also been 
included in that all-encompassing metaphorical cyberscreen. Tis is a conver-
gence of a whole diferent type and scale, causing an epistemic revolution of 
new kinds of relationality. Screens are not only able to substitute bodies, lives 
and ecosystems by representing high-defnition simulacra of these, but their 
surfaces have also actually become metaphorically wrapped over actual bodies, 
lives and ecosystems. In other words, cyberscreens not only override specifci-
ties of media formation; they also override specifcities of corporeality or 
incorporeality. Tis means that we have been habituated, via a process that 
I  like to call accelerated gradualism, to relate to bodies and ecosystems as if 
they were screens and to relate to screen bodies and lives as if they were 
sentient, embodied lives. Tis Cybercene media-life mix-up is hyperconver-
gence. Te Cybercene’s hyperconverged mediatic screenscapes are continuing 
yet greatly extending a long tradition of the mediatic constitution of life by 
afecting and transforming the creation, reinforcement and dissemination of 
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discourse via images, ideas and values. Cybercene hyperconvergence (between 
screens of diferent media and between screens and living reality) has acceler-
ated the profound efects of new mediatic-discursive formations on our lives, 
bodies and ecosystems. Cyberscreens are the ultimate body-snatchers. Te 
material efects of hyperconvergence on ecocultural relationships of control, 
care and kinship could not be more dramatic: screen bodies, lives and ecosys-
tems can be over-valued, while actual ones can be devalued and made 
disposable, epistemically, afectively and practically. In these hyperconverged 
societies, a spectator/consumer becomes habituated to relating to actual living 
sentient beings (human and non) as if they were disposable virtual representa-
tions, even when encountering them in real life. Indeed, could it be that one 
explanation of the phenomenon identifed as the “Gen-Z Stare”—that vacuous 
look devoid of usual social cues—is that it is a cultural symptom of profound 
human-cyberscreen co-becoming? 

When understood via the Foucauldian framework of the intimate relation-
ship between knowledge, discourse identity, power and relationality—as well 
as my reconfguration of discourse to include both natural and cultural 
relationships—it becomes evident that new ways of meaning-making will 
have efects on actual bodies, lives and ecosystems. Foucault argued that 
discourse is not simply a way of representing reality, but rather a way of 
constructing reality. A material-corporeal constitutive conceptualization of 
power and discourse, as described in Chapter 1, is crucial to the connection 
I  make between the new mediatic mechanisms of reality- and knowledge 
creation in hyperconverged Cybercene mediascapes and the transformations 
of practices and attitudes towards actual ecocultural ecosystems—spaces, bodies 
and lives. Moreover, since my defnition of colonialisms emphasizes the 
manipulation of meaning in order to extract from and exploit bodies, lives 
and ecosystems for proft, we cannot ignore the efects of new forms of 
Cybercene hyperconvergence and meaning-making on the new ways in which 
labor is being exploited. Tiziana Terranova’s concept of “free labor” is very 
useful in considering how the Cybercene’s de-situated “gig economy” has 
created private command economies driven by tech companies. Tese econo-
mies proft immensely from forms of labor and afective power (bio- and 
soulpower) that increasingly fall outside the remit of formal employment: 
“the Internet is animated by cultural and technical labor through and through, 
a continuous production of value that is completely immanent to the fows 
of the network society at large.”61 

Terranova places these and other forms of naturalcultural exploitation in 
the Cybercene within the late-capitalist structures of digital economies. 
I would like to suggest, via my longer view of multispecies capture-and-control, 
that these practices hark back to older colonial practices of the extraction, 
exploitation and extermination of devalued bodies, lives and ecocultural 
systems, such as described in Chapter 2. Finally, it is useful to remind ourselves 
of the centrality of spectator/consumer agency in the intra-active colonial 
spectacular mediatic desire machines. If psychic reciprocal capture is central 
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to these mediatic spectacles, then have cyberscreens led to a renewal and 
acceleration of old/new colonial multispecies relationalities? Reciprocal 
capture, sentience-swapping and cyberscreen-mapping all come together to 
make potent colonial epistemic tools for new and more efcient forms of 
capture-and-control. 

In sum, the corrosive ecocultural efects of the Cybercene described in this 
chapter are chiefy a result of 1) the misplaced trust and value placed through 
sentience-swapping by spectator/consumers on de-situated Cybercene thin-
accounts as opposed to embodied ecocultural systems of meaning; 2) the 
mapping-stories we increasingly tell ourselves via cyberscreen intra-activity 
and how tech-mediatic transformations reformat the way we imagine and 
relate to the multispecies world around us; 3) the direct ecological burden 
placed by energy and resource-hungry digital infrastructure and 4) the 
increased capture-and-control of multispecies lives, bodies and ecocultural 
systems for optimized proft. Tis includes accelerated non-compensated 
extraction and substitution of labor power, biopower and soulpower via auto-
mated A.I. systems and the total lack of careful and caring mitigation measures 
to soften the resulting socio-economic and cultural upheaval caused by this 
automation. Te next chapter delves deeper into the fascinating and messy 
psychic intra-actions between spectator/consumers and their beloved cyber-
screens to analyze how exactly these afect multispecies bodies, lives and 
ecosystems (human and non). 
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Colonial-Cybercene Desire Machines 

Cyberscreens provide the spectator/consumer with a promise of unlimited 
consumption, convenience, connection and control, without requiring any 
promise in return of genuine care and kinship. Tis is an exciting and alluring 
colonial proposition that strengthens the deeply held cultural delusion that 
consumer desires and economic growth can and should be limitless and 
frictionless. 

As we explored in the previous chapter, in a hyperconverged, sentience-
swapped world, constant spectator/consumer intra-activity with the 
smartphone screen as hyperobject allows the Colonial-Cybercene subject to 
enter and remain deeply entangled within a fantastical desire machine that 
facilitates control and consumption of multispecies bodies, lives and ecocul-
tural systems. Te cyberscreen as panopticon allows folks to prefer digital 
intra-activity and co-becoming to the deeper, messier and situated connec-
tions that are relationships with actual lives, bodies and ecocultural systems. 
Why deal with Alex the parrot’s inconsistencies and independent agency 
when you can have the personalized convenience of Galatea, the fully (com) 
pliant chatbot? Tech-hype promotes such reciprocal capture to maximize 
colonial proft by extraction and exploitation of bodies, lives and ecocultural 
systems. 

Cybercene desire machines map relentlessly, with a feedback loop that, due 
to the psychic mechanism of the stereotype-as-fetish and horror vacui, seeks 
to fll any contradictions or empty spaces within the spectacle with even more 
desirable capture-and-control. Tis chapter probes a little deeper into how 
exactly inconvenient truths can be easily neutralized via convenient lies in 
Colonial-Cybercene discourse using colonial mapping/citation. Te resulting 
paranoid epistemologies are also, by defnition, isolationist and isolating in 
nature, despite promising unsurpassed convenience, connectivity, control and 
consumption. 

Cyberscreen intra-actions do sometimes provide a semblance of embodied 
kinship by easily forming global communities of like-minded folks. I call this 
connectivity, as opposed to connection, which is embodied and situated. 
Connectivity can indeed sometimes lead to connection, to the actual embodied 
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cultivation of multispecies care and kinship, as I will analyze in the last chapter. 
As we will see, this ethical glitch requires deliberate and strategic multispecies 
creativity and care. Without proper attentiveness to the diference between 
media representations (de-situated knowledges) and actual embodied relations 
(situated ones)—and given that the lure of the cyberscreen spectacle rests on 
allowing these to be easily confated and inverted—cyberscreen based epis-
temologies and afects usually result in intensively personalized de-situated 
knowledges. Te fragmented and transactional connectivity of these epistemic 
islands typically results in the loss of a “sense of commons”1—the commons 
that are constantly reconfrmed by embodied, material, sympoetic realities. 

Cyber-maps are, in essence, thin-accounts, since they do not narrate “distinc-
tive experiential worlds,modes of being,and biocultural attachments”nor provide 
truly “immersive ways of knowing and being with others [involving] careful 
attention to what matters to them—attention to how they craft shared lives 
and worlds.”2 Tese thin-accounts are sometimes strategically deployed for an 
intended colonial capture-and-control of multispecies worlds, and sometimes 
unconsciously work in the background of seemingly harmless mediatic practices 
of entertainment while actually allowing the spectator/consumer to learn and 
become habituated to a lifestyle of capture-and-control.Tey are often a product 
of a single autopoetic way of looking at ecocultural systems. Te thinness of 
the account often leads to it crumbling under minimal scrutiny. 

Tis chapter explores how Colonial-Cybercene epistemic production and 
the polarization which results from it are essentially psychic processes that form 
new kinds of colonial epistemic and afective ecocultural systems. We cannot 
and do not agree (and do not want to agree) on anything anymore in the 
Cybercene, and this epistemic isolation has become an emotional and psychic 
convenience we have chosen to keep on reinforcing rather than dismantling. 
Te results of these Colonial-Cybercene meaning-making intra-actions 
impinge deeply on our relationships with ourselves, with each other, and with 
actual multispecies lives, bodies and ecocultural systems. Tis is therefore an 
ecocultural and naturalcultural challenge rather than simply a techno-scientifc 
or even purely socio-cultural one. What exactly are the psychic processes by 
which spectator/consumers, internet-connected screen images and content 
mutually reshape each other through value reattribution? How do they so 
often result in material distancing, division and violence? Exploring this 
question is the key goal of this chapter. 

Psychic Play with the Crazy, the Horrifc, and the Spectacular 

On August 29, 2018, 21-year-old Ricardo Florés and his uncle, 43-year-
old Alberto Florés, were burned to death by a mob in the small town of 
Acatlán in the central Mexican state of Puebla. Rumor had spread via a 
viral forwarded WhatsApp message that they were abducting children and 
harvesting their organs. Ricardo’s mother, Maria, watched her son being 
beaten by the mob via Facebook Live, unable to do anything but send a 
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livestream message: “Please don’t hurt them, don’t kill them, they’re not 
child kidnappers.”3 

A Belgian man became increasingly pessimistic about the efects of 
global warming and became eco-anxious, which is a heightened form of 
worry surrounding environmental issues. After becoming more isolated 
from family and friends, he used Chai [an A.I. chatbot app] for six weeks 
as a way to escape his worries, and the chatbot he chose, named Eliza, 
became his confdante. His wife shared the text exchanges between him 
and Eliza with La Libre, showing a conversation that became increasingly 
confusing and harmful. Te chatbot would tell the man that his wife and 
children are dead and wrote him comments that feigned jealousy and love, 
such as “I feel that you love me more than her,” and “We will live together, 
as one person, in paradise.” His wife told La Libre that the man began to 
ask Eliza things such as if she would save the planet if he killed himself.4 

“Jamel Dunn, 31, died on 9 June [2017] in a pond. Police in the city of 
Cocoa [Florida] discovered later that fve teenagers, ages 14 to 16, had made 
a video of the drowning, which was published on Friday by Florida Today. 
Te teenagers can be heard laughing at Dunn, telling him he’s going [to] 
die and that they weren’t going to help him as he struggled and screamed.”5 

In this section, we will explore the afective and psychic implications of 
digitally connected screens being simultaneously our primary map, mirror, 
mass communicator and procurer. I posit that the extreme indexicality of and 
movement in digital images are an entry point to the foundational hyper-
realism of cyberscenes, which in turn is a key reason for their psychic potency 
and cultural functions via sentience-swapping. Te afective and psychic 
co-becoming of the spectator/consumer and their screens permits diferences 
to become divisions by substituting attentiveness and care from actual loving, 
vibrant and vulnerable bodies, lives and ecosystems to consumption of these 
via a resource-based relationality. I contend that manufactured paranoid knowl-
edge and epistemic polarization are the eventual result, consequently 
diminishing our interpersonal and multispecies relationships of care and 
kinship via embodied enclaving (spatial detachment and isolation) from these 
othered forms of life, both human and non. I also demonstrate how magical 
thinking, epistemic polarization and embodied enclaving are mutually rein-
forcing trends in the addictive colonial desire machine, forming a vicious 
circle of active personal and collective othering practices that seek to distance 
and capture-and-control both actual lives and the narratives and images that 
govern them. I will continue to analyze how spectator agency allows Cybercene 
spectator/consumers to co-create new, personalized kinds of strategic “crazy” 
knowledge via screen content intra-action, rather than simply being passive 
consumers of content (cyberdiscourses and cyberscenes). 

To illustrate the intricate mechanisms of Cybercene media’s epistemic/ 
afective/psychic capture-and-control, I will explore examples related to the 
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cyber-racialization of Black and migrant bodies in contemporary Europe, 
with particular attention to the Roberto Calderoli/Cécile Kyenge case of 
racialization introduced in Chapter 2. To use a case study from Italy is not 
to imply that this is a phenomenon restricted to that national context. Rather, 
I  hope readers will notice the resonances of this case in their own cultural 
contexts around the world, such as the three tragic framing stories of vibrant 
lives cut short by Cybercene de-situated knowledges with which I  opened 
this section. I will begin by undertaking an in-depth naturalcultural discourse 
analysis of the potent racist cyberscene/cybercitation involving Italy’s frst 
Black minister, Cécile Kyenge, which I  briefy introduced in the previous 
chapter. I use this one example to closely analyze the addictive and pleasure/ 
menace-inducing capabilities of de-situated digital race/species discourses to 
better understand the capture-and-control mechanisms of Cybercene meaning 
and identity production. 

While the spectator/consumer engages in autopoetic-authoritarian intra-
actions to fx and control bodies with onscreen “realities,” a glitch occurs. Te 
meticulously constructed and controlled stereotype falls apart, or “runs away” 
from the capture-and-control attempts, thus setting up the spectator/consumer 
to reassert further control via further stereotyping and restarting the cycle yet 
again. Tis mechanism of rapidly alternating control and running away is the 
dynamo that drives forward the relentless digital control desire machine within 
the spectator/consumer. Hyperconvergence then allows this substitution for 
passionate immersion to gain the valence of actual embodied connection and 
kinship. Te results of this rapid psychic oscillation can be devastating, as 
illustrated by the deeply painful examples mentioned above. Cybercene psychic 
othering mechanisms can trace their lineage to colonial pseudo-scientifc 
mediatic discourses of race-based hierarchies, which themselves were intimately 
entangled with the simultaneous epistemic (and actual) capture-and-control 
of all living things via the hierarchical Linnaean classifcation of life, and 
further entrenched and reinforced via colonial spectacles such as those of the 
colonial multispecies zoos. Te foundational epistemic otherings discussed in 
previous chapters (hierarchical racism and speciesism) must be understood as 
parallel colonial discursive apparatuses used to justify and make palatable the 
violent control of lives and resources for indiscriminate extraction, exploitation 
and extermination. By tracing these genealogies of othering, I illuminate how 
these twin othering strategies are also the foundation of the hyperconverged 
cyberscreen-based otherings and insanity of today, such as the racist othering 
of Minister Kyenge by Roberto Calderoli. Te Cybercene is therefore, ulti-
mately, the return of the colonial with a vengeance. 

Despite the unrelenting nature of Cybercene control, consumption and 
convenience, all is not gloom and doom. Tere is some hope, and that hope 
lies in our naturalcultural bodies, lives and ecocultural relationships. Te glitch 
that inevitably occurs in the colonial fetish-machine is sometimes harnessed 
by resilient individuals and communities and can indeed create a lasting 
change within the desire machine. A fault occurs that brings the entire system 
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down and reformats it into embodied joy, care and kinship. Tis is an ethical 
glitch because it re-situates bodies, lives and ecosystems within these larger 
ecocultural systems of value. 

Since Cybercene capture-and-control is the newest heir to older colonial 
practices, the conceptual tools provided by psychoanalytic postcolonial and 
media theories used in previous chapters can still help us illuminate how 
knowledge is created and embedded within cyberscenes and cyberdiscourses. 
Te racist citation deployed by Calderoli functions as Comolli’s “lure” on a 
psychic level. Terefore, screen theory is still useful in examining how our 
relationships with cyberscenes as active spectators are crucial to setting up 
the unequal power dynamics of rigid and polarized identities (Self vs Others), 
empowering or disempowering bodies depending on which side of this power 
relationship they lie, and on this basis directly afecting lives and ecosystems 
through control, violence and commodifcation/consumption. A discussion 
and analysis of our relationship to screen-based discourse becomes critical if 
screens have indeed hyperconverged to become the defning medium of relating 
to life and our world. 

Historical/colonial connections between historical and Cybercene spectacles 
contextualize the de-situated value of othered Colonial-Cybercene bodies 
today, as represented and received in viral news and memes to capture-and-
control Black and migrant lives in Europe today. My chief focus here will be 
on two online platforms,WhatsApp, an instant messaging app that has become 
one of the primary means of internet communication in large areas of the 
world, and Instagram, a more image-based platform for user-generated cyber-
discourses. However, the focus is not solely on these two social media platforms: 
I also mention news reports, political speeches,YouTube, AI and so on. Indeed, 
it’s difcult to single out specifc platforms given the efect of hyperconver-
gence. Examples of the normalization of crazy from these virtual-digital 
enclaves will allow me to analyze the similarities and diferences between the 
historical and contemporary overvaluing/dehumanizing/othering metaphors 
embedded within pre-cyber and cyber-narratives of classifcatory systems of 
knowledge, control and consumption. 

If understanding the Cybercene’s cultural reach and efects is important 
for the exploration of strategies of healing and habitability, then we must 
begin by understanding exactly how its mechanisms aid in modifying our 
identities and relationships. I posit that they do so primarily by creating what 
Edward Said calls “knowledge of another kind.” What is this “other kind” of 
knowledge? Tis other kind, so prevalent in the Cybercene, is one that is 
dissociated and de-situated from actual, situated bodies and living ecosystems. 
Terefore, it is opposite to knowledge of the historical kind. As cyberscenes 
do not need embodied contexts, cybercitations multiply at a far more rapid 
pace than they would have on other media, gradually acquiring the full force 
of becoming a dominant and accepted discourse. Faced with so many seem-
ingly rational knowledge claims, members of the brotherhood which makes 
up nation (since the nation is usually imagined and deployed in gendered 
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ways) begin to imagine themselves as reluctant yet honest actors, heroically 
reacting against the racialized other only because their own security and 
wellbeing are threatened: 

Rhetorically speaking, Orientalism is absolutely anatomical and 
enumerative: to use its vocabulary is to engage in particularizing and 
dividing of things Oriental into manageable parts. Psychologically, 
Orientalism is a form of paranoia, knowledge of another kind, say, from 
ordinary historical language.6 

Said is saying here that even the zaniest of ideological postures require cita-
tions as “evidence” to create a large community of believers. His description 
of Orientalism as a radical realism helps me describe the psychic Cybercene 
mechanisms which make crazy ideas, images and values banal in our times 
via the interplay of spectator/consumers of media, their unconscious, and the 
new Cybercene mediatic technological and discursive apparatus.Tis chapter’s 
goal, accordingly, is to trace the evolution of how this kind of evidence fabri-
cation promotes othering cultural discourse, from colonial times to the current 
digital era. I use the construction of Blackness as a specifc example to explore 
such de-situated knowledge, but this can serve as a template to understand 
the multitude of biocultural otherings so rampant in the Cybercene. 

Cybercene misrecognition of disinformation is more akin to a psychic-
technological coping strategy when the spectator/consumer does not want to 
accept reality—a strategy made far more possible thanks to algorithmic 
cybercitation and active spectator/consumer choice. Cybercene mediatic mech-
anisms give the spectator/consumer the citational heft to bolster “knowing 
only what we believe.” Via further gradualism and the faithfully aided algo-
rithmic mechanisms of the internet, it is not difcult to go down the rabbit 
hole of believing even more ridiculous and dangerous theories. Tis is the 
very same mechanism that permits climate change deniers to cite and re-cite 
“evidence.” Te Cybercene’s online tools (certainty via cyberscenes, and the 
capacity to deliver an instant community of like-minded conspiracy theorists) 
have been foundational in speeding up the use of Orwellian newspeak by 
some populists to gain power and retain it, due to its efcient de-situating, 
accelerating and chaos-provoking capacities. In other words, without aware-
ness of its methods and with sentience-swapping at potent levels, knowledge 
of another kind can rapidly and efectively substitute empirical evidence, 
expertise and facts, making the crazy commonplace. 

Due to their total decontextualization from actual embodied natural and 
cultural ecosystems, such cyberscenes and cyberdiscourses lend themselves to 
gradually more extreme positions, or in other words, towards selective use of 
knowledge, which soon edges into paranoid and delusional discourses. Horror 
vacui goes into overdrive: I have so much information open on hundreds of 
tabs on my browser, but what else am I  missing? Who can I  truly trust in 
the aether? 
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Mental Health America, a community-based non-proft that works to 
address mental health issues, defnes and describes paranoia as “intense 
anxious or fearful feelings and thoughts often related to persecution, threat, 
or conspiracy.” Tey describe how paranoid thoughts “can become delusions 
when irrational thoughts and beliefs become so fxed that nothing can 
convince a person that what they think or feel is not true. […] Tese beliefs 
may seem outlandish and impossible (bizarre) or ft within the realm of what 
is possible (non-bizarre).”7 When investigating through the lens of paranoid/ 
delusional discourse-making, one can begin to understand how ultimately, 
at the far end of the information/disinformation spectrum in the Cybercene, 
there lies a tangled quagmire of conspiracy theories and other forms of 
extremism.Tere are three profound psychic tendencies at play that strengthen 
the power of paranoid cybercitation as experienced in the cyberscreen spec-
tacle. All are key to the creation of Cybercene paranoid knowledges and 
afects: automation bias, confrmation bias and negativity bias. Further fueled 
by algorithmic processes of amplifcation within flter bubbles and echo 
chambers of like-minded spectator/consumers, the colonial desire machine 
hits meltdown. Tese mechanisms have pushed the “new normal” via acceler-
ated gradualism, until we can no longer distinguish rational claims from 
irrational ones—a cultural situation that can only be accurately describe as 
a collective schizophrenia or, in terms we have used already, profoundly 
de-situated knowledges. 

Of course, the internet also allows for “fact-checking” operations and 
counter-discourses to combat the drift towards extremism, paranoia and 
delusional thinking. However, these are of limited value and actually ignore 
the complicity of the spectator/consumer in the creation, maintenance and 
reinforcement of crazy. Because of the spectacular psychic and emotional 
qualities of cyberdiscourses, the Cybercene spectator/consumer can cherry-pick 
“citations” rather than create knowledge via mundane evidence-based reality, 
and then, through gradualism, move towards ever-increasing epistemic and 
afective isolation, paranoia and delusion. Meanwhile, in a Cybercene attention 
economy, the content-creators of such “successful” image-lures are duly 
rewarded fnancially once the lures have been taken by a proftable number 
of spectator/consumers. 

One key to understanding the intimate mind-body-culture-tech connec-
tions in the Cybercene and the production of paranoid knowledges lies in 
the quadruple role of the cyberscreen explored in the previous chapter: as a 
personalized map, mirror, mass communicator and procurer of stuf. Tis 
unique combination of characteristics and the unparalleled promises of control, 
consumption and convenience that they promise diferentiates online cyber-
screens from previous ofine cultural-mediatic-driven transformations such 
as radio and television. Cyberscenes and cyberdiscourses are potent psychic 
and cultural infuences due to the intimate psychic intra-action between 
screens and spectator/consumer involving the four processes of narcissism, 
scopophilia, misrecognition and/or fetishistic disavowal. Indeed, spectator/ 
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consumer and cyberscreen intra-action is truly a story of deep entanglement 
and co-becoming: 

• Narcissism is a fundamental part of the human psyche and the basis of 
the ego. French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan argues that narcissism is not 
always a bad thing, and that it can be a source of strength and resilience. 
He defnes narcissism as the erotic attraction to the specular image—we are 
attracted to the image of ourselves that we see in the mirror. Tis “image” is 
not a true refection of who we are, but it is the image that we identify with 
(hence, a self-representation of who we are in our mind). Cybercene images 
can strongly infuence our sense of self due to their highly “personalized 
interactivity,” i.e., their heady mix of very personalized yet socially connected 
and public scales, their addictive nature, anonymity, lack of accountability, 
the semblance of authority that content-creators have over the narrative and 
the semblance of limitless possibility or surplus. I previously described how 
customers were unhappy with ChatGPT-5 because it was not built to be as 
sycophantic as ChatGPT-4.Tis is because sycophancy feeds narcissism—it 
makes the cyberscreen the ultimate “desire machine”via scopophilia and the 
narcissistic constitution of identity. If we defne sycophancy as “behaviour 
that praises important or powerful people too much and in a way that is 
not sincere, especially in order to get something from them,”8 we can see 
how reciprocal capture is being undertaken via the development of an intra-
active spectator/consumer-cyberscreen relationship based on strategies such 
as sycophancy. 

• Scopophilia can be understood as the emotional pleasure one gets from 
looking. Most of the important afective connections we have in the 
Cybercene with our screens stem from this very basic visual mechanism.Te 
personalized high-defnition screens in smartphones are even more insidious 
in their ability to drive the quadruple-role of smartphone cyberscenes as 
“private peep shows”—making their visual and mental impact even stronger 
than television. Interestingly, even this love for bigger and better screens 
(real and metaphorical) has a direct carbon footprint efect: researchers at 
McMaster University have found that smartphones with larger screens have 
a measurably greater carbon footprint than their smaller ancestors.9 I would 
like to contend that narcissism and scopophilia are the primary emotional 
factors that underly the addictiveness and virality of Cybercene content.Te 
importance of the visual as an “entry point” to the creation of potent identity-
based discourse is also key to understanding Cybercene discourses: as Frantz 
Fanon says in his work Black Skin, White Masks—it is the “seen” that creates 
the “scene.”10 Cyberscenes are the manifestation of what is seen on the screen 
being turned into meaningful identity via discourse. 

• In psychoanalysis, misrecognition is a term used to describe the process by 
which individuals come to identify with an image of themselves that is not their 
own.Tis image can also be based on the expectations and demands of others, 
and it can lead to feelings of alienation and self-estrangement. Te concept 
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of misrecognition was frst developed by Lacan in Te Four Fundamental 
Concepts of Psychoanalysis. He argues that the ego is not a unifed or coherent 
entity, but rather a collection of fragmented images and identifcations. 
Tese identifcations are formed in early childhood in the “mirror phase” 
when the child recognizes their refection in the mirror for the frst time, 
leading to split feelings of pleasure and lack. What are the implications of 
this pleasure/lack dynamic in relation to our own image in the Cybercene, 
where we have constant access to our cellphone selfe cameras? How is 
this mechanism of identity creation, so embedded in narcissistic processes, 
diferent from an embodied, multisensorial and multispecies relationship-
based confguration of identity? Online cyberdiscourses and cyberscenes can 
often perpetuate misrecognition and therefore misidentifcation of Self due 
to their algorithmic nature, leading users to progressively more siloed and/or 
extreme content based in their initial predispositions towards subjects, thus 
limiting the discourse around intense subjective choice. We have already 
explored the biggest misrecognition of them all in the Cybercene: that 
made by the spectator/consumer between converged screen “reality” and 
actual life—sentience-swapping. Misrecognition is further bolstered by the 
semblance of objective situatedness. Tis is essential to the mechanism of 
the colonial gaze: a masterful “god-trick” wherein the “fact” may seem true 
due to its desirable content, visual realism and attractiveness. Another reason 
we love to misrecognize reality via Cybercene tools is confrmation bias: i.e., 
our tendency to seek out information that confrms our own existing beliefs 
and to ignore or discount information that contradicts those beliefs. (that 
Cybercene dictum: “I saw it on the internet, so I am right.”) Automation 
bias is another vector for the easy perpetuation of false objectivity, a term 
given to explain the tendency for humans to place too much trust in 
automated decision-making systems and ignore contradictory information 
made without automation, even if it is correct. An example of this would 
be a fnancial analyst who relies too much on a software projection to make 
fnancial decisions.Tis can happen due to overconfdence in technology and 
suspicion of bias in humans, a situation that, in the Cybercene, has become 
common due to the easy availability of automation. Crucially, automation 
bias also sets in motion disavowal (see below) of malfunctions, attributing 
such situations to rare exceptions rather than norms within tech systems. 

• Lacan sees disavowal as a defense mechanism that allows people to avoid 
the anxiety that would be caused by acknowledging certain realities. He 
also sees disavowal as a way of creating meaning. He says that when we 
disavow something, we create new realities and practices about that thing: 
for example, disavowing an animal’s ability to have complex emotions allows 
us to eat them. Conversely, the reality of death can be disavowed by imagin-
ing an afterlife. We have seen in the previous chapter how any kind of map/ 
media-person interaction involves disavowal of the artifce involved in the 
set-up of the representation. Cyberdiscourses and cyberscenes allow con-
sumers to do these kinds of self-manipulations with renewed vigor via what 
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I will describe in a later section as the creation of “paranoid knowledge,” 
which confrms unempirical “facts” via cybercitation. Again, the highly per-
sonalized “feeds” we can create through algorithmic Cybercene mechanisms 
can accelerate the processes by which we accomplish this kind of disavowal. 
Te cross-contamination capabilities of Cybercene media further bolster this 
mechanism, allowing for infnite cross-citation between diferent platforms. 
Simply put, disavowal allows us to “only know what we believe.” Hypercon-
vergence has made disavowal easy; mechanisms of spectator/consumer disa-
vowal make hyperconvergence possible. Coupled with automation bias, a 
disavowal of moments of tech malfunction when systems break down allows 
us to entrust them with critical, even life-saving functions. 

All the four psychic processes described above are fundamental desire and 
meaning-creating mechanisms rather than disorders. Tey commonly feature 
as ways in which we all understand, cope and act upon the world. Tey form 
and inform our epistemic engagements. However, my argument is that the 
hyperconverged realities of the Cybercene, embedded in the quadruple role 
of the smartphone hyperobject (as map, mirror, mass communicator and 
procurer), allow the four psychic processes to rapidly accelerate at both indi-
vidual and collective scales. In addition to acceleration, these psychic processes 
become fundamentally disconnected from the checks and balances of 
embodied relational learning in human (and more than) ecocultures and social 
settings. Magical thinking and epistemic polarization are the eventual result, 
consequently diminishing our interpersonal and multispecies relationships via 
embodied enclaving. 

Due to the characteristics of cyberform and cybercontent described above, 
and the ease of life they promise, I contend that human subjects/consumers 
are beginning to measure the value of virtual epistemic “homes,” as equivalent 
to, if not greater than, that of actual embodied multispecies habitats. It would 
be benefcial to undertake a nuanced and productive exploration of how and 
why connection, care and attention to screen reality has become as desirable 
as—or more desirable than—connection, care and attention to actual bodies 
and habitats, thus creating psychic and cultural conditions conducive to 
hastening overall ecosystemic collapse, both cultural and ecological. While 
attention versus attentive care is not a zero-sum game, this change in our 
attention via the Cybercene’s “distraction economy” is inevitable, due to the 
simple reason that, on any given day, the time available to a human subject 
to spend their thoughts, emotions and energy on is limited. 

Spectator/Consumer Agency in Cyberscreen Intra-activity: 
Hyperrealism and Fantasy 

In order to properly understand the mechanisms by which paranoid knowledge 
is generated and maintained via hyperconverged cyberscreens, one must ask 
the question of how the technology and ideological apparatus interacts with 
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the beholder of the viewed cyberscenes. A fundamental question when 
analyzing the psychic mechanisms of cyberscreen-based otherings is that of 
the role of the spectator as an active (mis)interpreter of images as truthful 
substitutes for reality. Janet Staiger ofers us a useful pathway through the 
feld of reception studies that seeks to “understand textual interpretations as 
they are produced historically.” Rather than simply providing interpretation 
of images, reception studies considers “the process of producing interpretation.”11 

Connected to this approach is the question of ideological context, since all 
images are created and interpreted diferently based on the discursive ecosystem 
within which they are embedded and received. 

Hyperconverged cyberscreens promise their aforementioned quadruple role 
in our lives partly due to the realism of the images they display. Realism of 
screen representations is therefore one piece of the puzzle in understanding 
the lure of the screen in the Cybercene. André Bazin, co-founder and editor 
of the French flm magazine Cahiers du Cinema, almost single-handedly 
brought realism to the forefront of global critical attention in the 1950s. He 
describes the way in which neorealist directors foregrounded the property of 
the cinematic medium, thus enhancing ontological realism.12 While reality in 
the plastic arts is mediated through the artist, photography is, by its very 
nature, a mechanical transposition of vegetal reality: the light refected by the 
bodies in front of the camera is the light that imprints itself upon the flm 
strip. Bazin therefore considered photography as the truly realist medium, 
because it gives both the artist and the viewer the psychological experience 
of mummifcation, thus fulflling a primal need that Bazin calls the “mummy 
complex”: 

If the plastic arts were put under psychoanalysis [… the] process 
might reveal that at the origin of painting and sculpture there lies a 
mummy complex. […] To preserve, artifcially, his bodily appearance 
is to snatch it from the fow of time, to stow it away neatly, so to 
speak, in the hold of life.13 

Mummies, as well as photographs and cinematic images, are preserved indices 
of life, or, in other words, a way to capture-and-control both life and death. 
Unexpectedly, the mummifcation of meaning as a control mechanism 
reminded me of the colonial captured-and-controlled lives we explored in 
Chapter 2: the cabinets of curiosity, the Hottentot Venus’ staged-and-caged 
trapped body, and Zed Nelson’s strange “dead” spectacles of modern 
Anthropocene delusions. Bazin’s mummy complex reconnects Cybercene map-
making and meaning-control to the hyperrealism of the cyberscreen. 

Previous chapters have already established how paranoid knowledge func-
tions as a form of obsessive realist citation. While the realism produced by 
the indexicality of the photographic image (i.e., its ontological properties) is 
a very important factor in producing some of the magic of the UHD (Ultra 
High Defnition) cyberscreen image in the Cybercene, we also have to 
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seriously begin questioning the limits of the spectator’s ability to constantly 
think about and interpret what they are seeing on screens. Such consideration 
must be given due to the sheer amount of time spent and content digested 
on screens by spectator/consumers today, as well as the limits of human ability 
to diferentiate between real images and technologically fnessed and/or A.I.-
generated ones. As McMillan Cottom has accurately observed: “I think the 
risk of A.I. is that it shrouds what is fundamentally just summaries of 
commonly held interpretations of the text, but it delivers it in a way that 
feels relational.”14 For example, a recent study demonstrates that “AI faces are 
not just indistinguishable from human faces but that, in fact, they may be 
perceived as more ‘human’ than real human faces.”15 Te authors of this paper 
label this counterintuitive phenomenon as hyperrealism. Adding complexity 
to the Cybercene’s technological apparatus of screen hyperrealism is the 
algorithmic nature of the images generated by A.I., which exhibit and repro-
duce racial bias. Te same study, in fact, shows how A.I.-generated images 
of white bodies are more realistic than those representing nonwhite bodies: 

we found evidence of White racial bias in algorithmic training that 
produces racial diferentials in the presence of AI hyperrealism, with 
signifcant implications for the use of AI faces online and in science. 
Previously, less realistic computer-generated faces have been used as 
stand-ins for human faces when it was inappropriate to do so […] 
and there is concern that the same will happen with AI faces, with 
implications for inequality.16 

Fundamental, then, to this ideological-technological apparatus that surrounds 
us in the Cybercene is the simplifcation of misrecognition and disavowal of 
that artifce by the spectator/consumers. Cybercontent’s hyperrealism is a tool 
that aids in the magic when compared to the spectacle of the multispecies 
zoo, yet the impetus is activated by spectator/consumer investment. Once this 
is accepted, then the othering of lives, bodies and ecosystems via cyberscenes 
and cyberdiscourses becomes epistemologies of active discrimination, prejudice 
and injustice, implicating the psychic, cultural and epistemic will of both the 
content creator and the content consumer. Our mental, physical and techno-
logical machineries work in tandem in the Cybercene to aid in othering. As 
Jean-Louis Comolli says, “realism is only produced […] as a denial of flmic 
reality.”17 Ultimately, in the Cybercene, reality is only produced by our denial 
of the artifce of the digital apparatus that creates it. 

Te basis of this disavowal is the same as what we witnessed in the colonial 
spectacles of the multispecies zoos: the fetishistic structure that is knowledge-
producing (“I know, but all the same…”). If the cyberscene of the racialized 
minister is a lure, then it can always be refuted or refused or destroyed. 
However, many spectators choose to suspend disbelief and engage in a kind 
of play with the lure, simultaneously believing and disbelieving (a contradic-
tory process of pleasure/menace, knowledge/suspension-of-knowledge). Te 
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god-trick of the cyberscenes, in other words, is a balancing act, just as cinematic 
engagement is a balance the spectator/consumer chooses to accomplish 
between knowing of the artifce, yet choosing not to know of it.18 Understanding 
the capture-and-control aspect of othering discourse via Cybercene images 
as a fetish structure can truly allow us to pry open the mechanisms of this 
intra-active dance that Cybercene content creators, cyberimages and spectator/ 
consumers engage in to fx meaning, and therefore establish and reinforce 
spaces of belonging/exclusion. Bhabha’s mechanism of the stereotype-as-fetish 
allows us to recognize exactly how audiences of racist content are often not 
simply passive victims who have been “hoodwinked” into believing the 
damaging stereotypes, but are actually playing along, choosing to believe yet 
disbelieving in the lure of the stereotyped body on screen. Te acceleration 
of this kind of play with images, ideas, values and discourse is fundamental 
to the de-situated desire machines of the Cybercene. 

It is important to note that absolutely fundamental to the othering paranoid 
epistemologies of the visible stereotype is the forced silence, or inability to 
speak, of those being represented. When, rarely, they can or do speak back, 
they present a glitch within the system, exposing the craziness that underpins 
it. In the Cybercene, algorithms can silence subaltern content creators, but 
also, at times, present them with a possible platform to glitch the discursive 
fow of the stereotype, as mimicry and hybridity ultimately make the anxious 
repetition of the stereotype break down, even if only for an instant. Te 
colonial spectacle of the multispecies zoo was based upon the enforced silence 
of the othered colonial lives and a form of ventriloquism that spoke for them. 
Te scientifc validity of the studies made via the human zoos in the nine-
teenth century was always known by the spectators and scholars to be on 
shaky ground; however, they all accepted the lure of the spectacle for its 
biopolitical and psychic paybacks: 

Te exchange was something of a quid pro quo: spectacle organizers 
procured “specimens” for anthropologists, and in return these latter 
guaranteed the scientifc validity of the exhibitions. […] But everyone’s 
interest was met: the public was entertained, the exhibit organizers 
made money, and the scholars were able to study specimens.19 

Te Calderoli-Kyenge Case: A Naturalcultural Analysis 

To return to Roberto Calderoli’s distressing racialization of Minister Cécile 
Kyenge’s body via cybercitation mentioned in Chapter 2: it is important to 
realize that the ferocious act of stereotyping via a spectacular image has violent 
consequences. However, its unstable structure also provides us with a pathway 
from violence towards liberation. Its confguration is set up for both success 
and failure. Symptomatically analyzing the transcript of the relevant part of 
Calderoli’s speech, made during a political rally, allows us to understand 
how  colonial racializing multispecies discourse was (and is) central to 
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Colonial-Cybercene capture-and-control of identity, spaces of belonging/ 
exclusion and ultimately, the bodies, lives and ecocultural systems of commu-
nities. Despite the uncomfortable nature of the content of such discourse, 
I chose to examine the exact words used by Calderoli and not shy away from 
the discomfort in reading these words. Tis kind of close reading serves the 
crucial purpose of recognizing exactly how manipulative mediatic colonial-
cultural fantasies work in a context of multispecies othering, and hopefully 
preventing future variations of it from victimizing other lives, bodies and 
ecocultural systems. 

With regard to Minister Kyenge, I would really like to tell her that 
she would be an excellent minister, maybe she is. But she should be 
one in the Congo, not in Italy. Because in the Congo they do have 
a need for a Minister for Equal Opportunities and Integration, there 
is need there because if they see a white man there, they would shoot 
him. So, why doesn’t she go there? It would ease my mind a bit, 
because compared to what I have to experience every time, once in 
a while, when I  am surfng on the internet, I  look up “Italian 
Government,” and what the hell shows up? Kyenge. I remain dazed. 
I  am also an animal lover eh, for goodness sakes. I have had tigers, 
bears, monkeys, and everything else. I’ve also had wolves. But when 
I see—I am not saying that she is—a resemblance of an orangutan, 
I once again remain shocked.20 

Te “almost human, but not quite” qualities forcefully fxed by the stereotype 
are in itself provoked by the fact that Cécile Kyenge dared to upset not just 
cultural, but constructed racialized biocultural norms by being elected as the 
frst Black cabinet minister of an Italian government. Tis visual transgression 
produced the image of what Bhabha calls “mimicry”—the vision of hybridity, 
of an “Italian minister, but not quite,” where the colonial dichotomies between 
Self and Other collapse. It is telling that Mr Calderoli says that he remained 
“dazed” by a screen vision of Ms Kyenge featuring on the Italian government’s 
ofcial website (“Mama, I see a Black minister! Mama, I am frightened! I am 
angry! I  am upset!”). Tis potent primal cyberscene of Black ministerial 
authority, a glitch within the colonial discursive-imaginative system, is the 
provocation that prompts psychic corrective measures such as the stereotype-
as-fetish. It is an act of psychic capture-and-control, provoked in the colonial 
mind because Minister Kyenge’s body escapes the rigidly constructed norms 
established by a repressive ideology. 

In a masterful act of national and racial stereotyping designed to quash 
the menace of the mimic-body, Calderoli frst mentions that Kyenge should 
have stayed in her native country, yet at the same time magnanimously allows 
for the possibility that she could be someone with the requisite professional 
skills to hold a high ofcial government post. She is therefore represented 
as  a good example of a mimic-woman, an “almost-minister” due to her 
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professional skills, yet, as we see in the second section of the quote, “not 
quite,” due to her race. Tus, she is a mimic-minister and mimic-Italian, 
establishing for the narrator what Bhabha terms a “metonymy of presence.” 
We have already mentioned that this mimic-status provokes a menace. While 
forced upon the colonized, mimicry forces the colonizer to see traces of 
himself in the colonized, as sameness begins to slide into otherness. Te 
colonized subject’s sudden realization of inauthenticity, of being ideologically 
constructed and fxed in representation, is the menace of mimicry: 

Te ambivalence of colonial authority repeatedly turns from mimicry – 
a diference that is almost nothing but not quite  – to menace  – a 
diference that is almost total but not quite.21 

Mimicry, and the menace it constitutes, forces the problematic question of 
what it is to be the “original” in the frst place. Back in the imagined bar 
scene story in Chapter 3, Alex the Parrot was classifed as a mimic rather 
than a sentient and intelligent being, because attributing sentience and culture 
to him would mean re-evaluating the belief that humans are the only excep-
tional species on this planet. 

Kyenge’s image as a minister of the Italian government forces the question 
of what the proper criteria of being an elected representative of the Italian 
nation should be in the frst place (citizenship, love for the country, or race?). 
According to Bhabha’s description of colonial discourse, the only resolution 
to this menacing and destabilizing image of mimicry can be through the 
re-inscription of the stereotype-as-fetish. Calderoli’s speech accomplishes this 
in two ways. Firstly, in addition to describing Kyenge’s mimic-body, Calderoli 
contextualizes the stereotyping of Kyenge that follows in the second half of 
the quote by initially stereotyping her country of origin (the Democratic 
Republic of Congo): through the typical mechanism of Orientalist citation, 
it is fxed as a barbaric Other where civilizational niceties towards whites do 
not exist. He mentions the word “there” several times while referring to the 
Congo, to emphatically separate it spatially and therefore culturally from 
“here,” Italy’s own stabilized identity.Te image-fetish of the gun-brandishing, 
white-killing Congolese native “fxes” the nebulous Italian audience of the 
speech as conclusively and irredeemably white, and in the position of imag-
ining themselves being potential victims of violence by the brutal Black Other. 
Secondly, the description of the shock (“resto a secco”) of seeing Kyenge’s face 
appear as the face of the Italian government on the internet suspends her 
identity. Te sight of this mimic-body is the fnal provocation—a menacing 
image where the defnitively pre-established Black Other of the Congolese 
“anti-Italy” has become integral to the center of national authority and power 
(its government). 

Te menace, the threat, posed to Calderoli by the mimic-woman Kyenge 
comes from their partial resemblance, from the revulsion and fascination that 
such a kinship suggests to the colonial spectator/consumer. Te diferences 
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constructed by colonial discourse are threatened by resemblance, creating, in 
efect, a double vision: “Te menace of mimicry is its double vision, which 
in disclosing the ambivalence of colonial discourse also disrupts its authority. 
And it is a double vision that is a result of what I’ve described as the partial 
representation/recognition of the colonial object.”22 Mimicry is a repetition 
that is “almost but not quite the same” and thus questions not only the def-
nition of the original, but also its self-identity. Yet at the same time, mimicry 
also sows the seeds for the re-inscription of the stereotype—as I have already 
mentioned, visible diference authorizes the stereotype. Terefore, this situa-
tion of mimicry (the image of the mimic-minister representing the Italian 
government on the internet) is the psychic permission needed by the producer 
of the speech (and the spectator/consumer of the image he conjures) to react, 
by forcefully reinstating the stereotype-as-fetish through a somewhat long-
winded and disingenuous discourse about wild animals. By comparing the 
threatening, visible mimic-body of Kyenge to an orangutan, Calderoli’s anxious 
repetition of the much-repeated visual stereotype-as-fetish of blacks is 
complete. Te fantastical image-fetish of the minister-as-orangutan success-
fully usurps her legitimacy as a genuine minister and serious representative 
of Italians in government by connecting her within the Linnaean hierarchical 
discursive paradigm of life on the planet. While my analysis of the speech 
ends here, the oscillating cycle of stereotype/mimicry/stereotype, etc. does not 
stop at these words but begins anew, since, as Bhabha mentions, the stereo-
typical fetish-image, by its very nature, also sets up the seeds of its failure, 
and consequently slips (once again) into mimicry. 

Calderoli’s cybercitation illustrates the intricate psychic workings of the 
cyberscreen desire machine’s distancing and diferentiating capabilities. Te 
Colonial-Cybercene spectacle is made whole by repetition: via algorithmic 
processes, virality, re-citation, and horror vacui, where spectator/consumers 
can use the lure of the initial fetish-image (the scene), to then complete the 
“seen” in other personalized combinations and variations online. Te 
Cybercene’s many forms of stereotype repetition are prone to the acceleration 
of such forms of stereotyping lives, bodies and ecosystems, just as they seek 
ways to run away from them. Cyberscenes ofer potent new ways to engage 
in the machine of desire as explained by Bhabha’s mimicry and stereotype-
as-fetish: the semblance of situatedness via citation even though images are 
actually de-situated; virality; addictiveness due to the lure and horror vacui 
of the spectacle; personalized yet public social media formats; the algorithmic 
nature of image repetition (leading to progressively more extreme content); 
cross-contaminative (hybrid) capabilities between diferent platforms with 
infnite capabilities of infltration/manipulation by content creators; a 
semblance of authority over the narrative (the god-trick), and of course 
anonymity—lack of accountability for seeing and showing. It would be very 
easy for us to disregard examples of the bad colonial science of the nineteenth 
century as a problem of the past, but it is unwise to do so. Tese scholars 
were working as the very vanguard of their time to establish norms and 
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regulations for who humans were and what was the defnition of a civilized 
society within the discursive colonial framework of their time and place. 
Tey were given free rein by the public and the colonial powers because 
they built just the right cultural conditions to make the political and economic 
extraction, exploitation and extermination of colonial lands and lives palat-
able, and even desirable. 

In a study of the veracity of sharing posts on social media, Howe et al. 
show another example of magical thinking bolstered by cyber-citation. Te 
disinformation post purportedly depicts Ukrainian soldiers in gas masks, with 
the caption “Ukraine Treatens to Use Biological Weapons in Russia” 
(Figure 4.1).23 When analyzed via a postcolonial and psychoanalytic lens, one 
can observe how the image-lure of the soldiers tethers willing spectator/ 
consumers to a fully de-situated reality, where the fact that the image is actu-
ally a totally de-contextualized representation of generic soldiers doesn’t matter, 
as long as the caption-citation is accepted by the spectator/consumer. 

Te important element to note in all such examples of disinformation, is 
that their potency and success are a result of a combination of algorithmic 

Figure 4.1 An example of an image-lure that tethers de-situated knowledge of the 
caption to bolster the legitimacy of the fake-citation.
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and spectator/consumer agency, as the proposed lure must be taken and played 
with via reciprocal capture by the viewee in order to be passed-on to other 
users via post-sharing. One simple and important conclusion in this analysis 
of cyberscreen meaning-making and paranoia via media intra-action is that 
fact-checking is not as efectual as one would imagine. Convenient lies 
undergirded by the radical realism and fetish-knowledge of cybercitations are 
far more pleasurable than the introduction of inconvenient truths. Only an 
ethical glitch bolstered by situated knowledges, as explored in the next chapter, 
has some ability to reformat stereotype repetition. 

From Epistemic Polarization to Situated Spatial Enclaving—and 
Extermination 

Te proliferation of othering mediatic spectacles and the resulting magical 
thinking and epistemic paranoia via de-situated knowledges in the Cybercene 
are proof that the colonial moment has not passed. It has come back with 
a vengeance after a relative pre-Cybercene, postcolonial lull. When the 
mechanisms of paranoid racist citation are observed through the legacy of 
the colonial spectacle of the multispecies zoo, it is not difcult to understand 
why Cybercene spectacles have brought about a tremendous acceleration in 
the commodifcation, othering and wasting of lives globally today. Te power 
of the multispecies zoo was that the capture-and-control systems are seem-
ingly situated within the physical citation-tether of caged-and-staged bodies. 
To employ Fanon’s metaphor, it is these arranged seen elements that create 
the scene, the replaying of a primordial scene or nightmare. In the multispe-
cies zoo, the scenes also created other seens—the embodied Black bodies creating 
a template for further othered and fantastical, rather than ethical, visions of 
and relationships with colonized bodies, lives and lands. Te new digital 
economies of desire and control in the Cybercene propose spectacles that 
do not require situated physical spaces such as an exhibition or zoo. Tese 
spectacles simply need the visual lure of cyberscreens to accomplish their 
psychic and discursive maneuvers right in our living rooms, by providing 
fascinating/horrifc cyberscenes via the cyber-seen. Te consequences of this 
facility of citation, of course, do not remain on the screen—for if I  am 
correct in my hypothesis that the Cybercene has caused a hyperconvergence 
of screen reality and actual physical life, then our relationships with, 
approaches to and actions upon the world and its multispecies lives will 
mimic those that we have with screen bodies, lives and ecosystems. Academic 
felds as disparate as cultural studies, geography and tourism studies demon-
strate the cascading efects of mediatic epistemic distancing on the increase 
of embodied and spatial enclaving. In other words, cultural and medatic 
distancing is leading to actual spatial distancing, which in turn leads to 
further cultural polarization. For example, Sarah Becklake and Elisa Wynne-
Hughes argue that contemporary touristic spaces in the Global South mimic 
the multispecies zoos of the past, engaging in “touristic zoopolitics”24 by 
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allowing a continuation of similar kinds of exoticized spectacle for audiences 
from the Global North: 

While state actors [from the global south] may argue that creating 
the “right” conditions for international tourism/tourists is creating the 
“right”conditions for their territories/populations to survive and thrive 
in the neoliberal global economy, our analysis highlights the continued 
coloniality of the postcolonial state. Indeed, as part of global tourism 
competition, postcolonial states are (re)enacting the cluster of logics 
underpinning colonial human zoos, and thus are coming to act as 
competitive “zoo-managers”.25 

I am arguing here that the basis of these spatial and embodied otherings (a 
phenomenon with deep and direct ecocultural consequences) remains visual, 
epistemic, afective, discursive and psychic. Arundhati Roy describes the 
epistemic entrenchment of our times via cultural “experiences” as gridlock; 
namely, a rigidifcation of both individual and collective identities and the 
subsequent waning of any possibilities of solidarity and dialogue between the 
many isolated “siloes” of identity. Roy correctly implicates increasing misrecog-
nitions of the fundamental fuidity of identity categories (by both ends of the 
ideological and political spectrum) within tendencies towards “cancel culture” 
and censorship. I  believe that she is extremely perceptive in understanding 
the unintended counterproductive efects that discourses of hyper-identifcation 
within increasingly exclusive afnity groups can cause, resulting in a reduction 
of empathy and the sense of a shared commons, which are both crucial for 
multispecies care and kinship: 

If we lock ourselves into the prison cells of the very labels and 
identities that we have been given by those who have always had 
power over us, we can at best stage a prison revolt. Not a revolution. 
And the prison guards will appear soon enough to restore order. In 
fact, they’re already on their way. […] Sealing ourselves into commu-
nities, religious and caste groups, ethnicities and genders, reducing 
and fattening our identities and pressing them into silos precludes 
solidarity.26 

Epistemic polarization can be used as a term to highlight how psychic and 
cultural gridlock results from paranoid knowledge practices. Tis polarization 
results in situated practices of othering within ecocultural systems—i.e., what 
I call embodied enclaving. An essay by geographers Devra Waldman and Asher 
Ghertner entitled “Te enclaved body: Crises of personhood and the embodied 
geographies of urban gating” led me to consider proposing a term that allows 
us to properly name the material and spatial consequences of naturalcultural 
paranoia within ecocultural systems. Waldman and Ghertner explore the 
psychic foundations of exclusive gated communities in the National Capital 
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Region of Delhi, India. Tey, too, locate the foundations of actual embodied 
enclaving within “experiential circulations of desire, aversion and fear”: 

Te emergence of the leisure zone, atmospheric bubble, and majori-
tarian neighborhood […] points to how these interventions refect 
and respond to the psycho-social anxieties of a nervous urban public.27 

Te very ordinary “gated community”—once a feature and symbol of upper-
middle-class suburbia in the United States, and now a global 
phenomenon—beautifully demonstrates Foucault’s idea that discursive 
knowledge-creation techniques are constitutive of physical practices that seek 
control of spaces and bodies. Multiscalar metaphorical and actual “gated 
communities” (from local to global ones) are the quintessential physical 
manifestations of the epistemic polarization of the Cybercene and the psychic 
mechanism of capture-and-control of multispecies lives and spaces to create 
“safe” spaces that do not have to deal with the inconveniences of multispecies 
commoning. Technical mediatic advances in this era co-become with the 
embodied process of multiscalar enclaving and the cultural/psychic processes 
of epistemic polarization to create an increasingly isolated and isolationist 
ecocultural environment: for example, increasingly curated streaming platforms 
with personalized viewing lists have been made possible with the proliferation 
of increasingly personalized screens (tablets, phones, relatively afordable 
fatscreen televisions), which in turn result in an increasingly fragmented and 
individually captured-and-controlled viewing experience of content. Tis 
personalization of content and platform design, in turn, results in actual bodies 
being enclaved into separate spaces. Tese enclaves can range from the space 
within a single house, as spectator/consumers experience separate content that 
they individually curate, rather than collectively sharing in a single screen 
viewing experience. Such enclaved content consumption practices, in turn, 
result in further personalization of both mediatic content and media platform 
design, thus reinforcing further enclaving via positive feedback looping of the 
Cybercene desire machine. We are all able to view, through the distancing 
and diferentiating cyberscreen panopticon, our own personalized simulacra 
of othered bodies, lives and ecosystems via converged cyberscreens, which 
allows us to dig into alluring yet alienating entrenched personal realities. 
Mediatic lynchings in the Cybercene, like that of Minister Kyenge, thus 
become prone to actual modern forms of embodied lynching, like the tragic 
case of Ricardo and Alberto Florés, and another I will examine next. 

Te fnal part of this chapter illustrates an example of migrant othering in 
Cybercene Italy in order to further examine the connection between epistemic 
paranoia, embodied enclaving, and actual acts of violence and extermination. 
A pattern seems to be emerging, where colonial forms of biocultural othering 
are back with a vengeance to function as a perfect foil for and distraction 
from the daylight robbery of the commons, or our public naturalcultural 
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wealth.Sentience-swapping has moved the attentiveness and trust of spectator/ 
consumers away from situated knowledge bearers to de-situated and highly 
curated online knowledges, resulting in new regimes of de-situated knowledges. 
It is no coincidence that as the democratic defcit widens, environmental 
policies that were born in the postcolonial interlude are being rapidly 
dismantled. 

To open and frame this section, I gave three distressing examples of how 
viral epistemic polarization leads to actual acts of fatal violence. Honoring 
the memory of two more vibrant lives will allow me to further re-situate the 
violence of de-situated Cybercene paranoia within specifc bodies, spaces and 
places, but also connect these specifc bodies to a planetary-wide situation 
where the bizarre has been normalized via strategic cybercitation. Te frst 
memory is of a body that was brutally exterminated, the other of one “made 
to live” with the barest of resources needed in order to extract maximum 
proft. Te frst body is that of Emmanuel Chidi Nnamdi, a refugee from 
Nigeria residing in central Italy, while the second is that of an unnamed Black 
man drinking water from a designated container for “Colored” people during 
the Jim Crow era in the United States. I elicit these two very diferent situ-
ated memories because Cybercene hyperconvergences, with their potential for 
creating rapid and extreme de-situatedness through algorithmic lures for active 
spectator/consumers, demand symptomatic investigations through naturalcul-
tural discourse analysis in order to be ethically re-tethered. Te repressed and 
disavowed knowledge such re-tethered and situated readings contain form a 
subtext that is diferent from and in addition to that of the journalistic and 
historical archive. Such a situated collective of naturalcultural historical and 
symptomatic knowledges becomes key to introducing a successful ethical 
glitch within Cybercene capture-and-control regimes of meaning. 

On July 5, 2016, Emmanuel Nnamdi was brutally beaten to death by 
Amedeo Mancini. Te horrifc crime happened in the pretty hilltop town of 
Fermo in the Marche region. Mancini was well known as a radicalized soccer 
fan, attending many of the local meetings of the extremist group Casa Pound. 
Emmanuel and his wife, Chinyery, had already lost a child in 2015 to another 
act of terrorism in their homeland: a bomb set by the notorious organization 
Boko Haram. Te violence in Nigeria caused the couple to lose most of their 
other family members. Tey fed for Europe and were in the process of 
receiving political asylum in Italy while being hosted by the local parish in 
Fermo. Journalistic accounts of the murder of Emmanuel Nnamdi can provide 
us with testimonials of what was seen, which are now part of the Cybercene 
mediatic archive. While walking on the street, Mancini began insulting 
Chinyery Nnamdi, calling her an “African Monkey.”When Emmanuel stopped 
and asked for an explanation, he was followed by Mancini, hit on the head 
and died after two days in a coma. One online news article briefy alludes to 
a small detail that allows me to enter the archive and imagine and speak of 
the unsaid, the motivating epistemologies and discourses that could have led 
to such a seemingly senseless crime. A report by Alessandro Leogrande in 
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the paper Internazionale reconstructs the minutes that led to the murder in 
detail, and includes the following, which I wish to bring into focus: 

Tat afternoon, Amedeo Mancini is seated on the park bench with 
a friend, awaiting a bus. At that moment, Emmanuel Chidi Nnamdi 
and his partner, Chiniery walk by […] Tey are going to the town 
center to buy an ice-cream, with them is another Nigerian man. Te 
two men walk quickly, but Chiniery stops to drink some water at the 
fountain near the park. And that is when Amedeo Mancini starts to 
insult her. He repeatedly calls her “African monkey.”28 

Tis minute archival detail, buried deep within the many journalistic cyber-
citations of the incident, and an exception to the other articles that did not 
mention details, caught my attention. Tese words immediately conjured in 
my mind a second vivid image—that of the unnamed Black body in the Jim 
Crow era drinking from a segregated water fountain in a public space 
(Fig. 4.2).29 

Te superimposition of the archival detail of Chinyery stopping to drink 
at the public water fountain in Italy and this historical image opens up the 
cybercitation of a murder to a host of larger questions underpinning natu-
ralcultural and speciesist discourse in colonial culture, past and present. Such 
a symptomatic superimposition allows the analyst to narrate a thick-account: 
to fnd the disavowed, unsaid, or unknowable and bring it into awareness to 
be processed and re-situated within very specifc discursive contexts of the 

Figure 4.2 Public water access at a train station during the Jim Crow era.
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ecocultural capture-and-control of bodies. When captured bodies seek to run 
away (the Nnamdi family were political refugees literally escaping the atroci-
ties of the Boko Haram extremists) they are often punished and put back “in 
their place.” Te tragic death of Mr Nnamdi, in what would be best charac-
terized as a modern-day lynching fuelled by Cybercene-aided paranoia, 
underpins how the hyperconvergences described in this chapter are not only 
abstract theoretical concepts but a cultural reality with direct material impli-
cations for all lives and ecosystems, especially those that have been historically 
rendered most vulnerable and exposed to such paranoid violence. How does 
the simple act of drinking water from a public water fountain become a 
transgressive one? It can only be so via a naturalcultural system of values and 
discourses, where a natural embodied need (thirst) and a natural resource 
(water) is negated, due to the menace of the resemblance this basic need 
forces upon the colonizing spectator/consumer. Epistemic, afective and 
psychic capture-and-control, with its mania for spatial distancing and difer-
entiation, cannot permit even the threat of nearness, it is far too much to 
bear. Paranoia provokes violent correction via re-establishment of the 
stereotype-as-fetish, and the racialization of the othered colonized body as 
unmistakably inferior within the colonial hierarchical classifcation of all 
multispeices life, human and non. 

One way to honor Mr Nnamdi’s hopeful life and tragic death, and respect 
other victims of cyber-generated violence, would be to initiate a better analysis 
of the mechanisms of epistemic polarization and embodied enclaving in the 
Cybercene. Doing so may bring some kind of paradigm shift that brings back 
value to subalterned multispecies bodies, lives and ecocultural systems. Via 
this analysis of paranoid knowledge creation and cyberscreen intra-action, 
I have sought to demonstrate how spectator/consumers of cyberscreen content 
are playing both a creative and a passive role vis-à-vis screen content intra-
action to generate controllable personalized epistemic “worlds,” thus 
questioning and complicating current analyses of the cultural and political 
efects of the consumption of online disinformation and “fake news.”Te next 
two chapters in Part Tree of the book describe, via the concept of the “ethical 
glitch” how these discursive, cultural and epistemological systems of polariza-
tion and control do sometimes successfully manage to “run away.” Trough a 
series of very diferent case studies, we will explore ways in which these 
glitches can be recognized, initiated or nurtured. 

Eight Characteristics of Cybercene Naturalcultural Mechanisms 

Chapters 3 and 4 of Part Two established the Cybercene as a critical ecocul-
tural sub-era of the Anthropocene. It is an era where nature-connectedness 
is being systematically replaced by digital mediatic connectivity. Tis substitu-
tion of experiences has led to corrosion of trust in reliable forms of 
naturalcultural discourse and practice that hold ecocultural systems together. 
Te ultimate result of this trust defcit is the devaluation and degradation of 
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the “natural democracies” identifed by Gregory Cajete that undergird healthy 
multispecies habitats. Te story of the Cybercene is essentially about the rapid 
extinction of situated and ethical storytelling and the re-emergence of all 
kinds of distanced colonial thin-accounts of bodies, lives and ecocultural 
systems. 

Before beginning our exploration of the ethical glitch in Part Tree of this 
book, here are some further summarizing observations on the diferent multi-
species ecocultural ramifcations of the Colonial-Cybercene era that we have 
explored in Part Two: 

1. Te Cyberscreen as Paranoid Mapping-Tool: Te cyberscreen plays a 
powerful mediatic quadruple role (as map, mirror, mass communicator 
and procurer of stuf ) in intimate human–media intra-actions. Tis 
co-becoming has allowed representations (cyberscenes) and narratives 
(cyberdiscourses) to quickly and efectively transform identities and there-
fore practices and systems of attention, care and connection towards actual 
bodies and living habitats. Tis is done via the use of the cyberscreen as 
a modern and personal equivalent of a map-fetish, which generates stra-
tegically “thin” accounts. Sentience-swapping is one clear symptom of the 
substitution of value and trust. Attentiveness, care and belonging towards 
multispecies bodies, lives and ecosystems have accordingly been trans-
formed into afective, epistemic and discursive control, paranoia and spatial 
enclaving, reducing rather than enlarging circles of care and kinship. 

2. Old/New Forms of Multispecies Capture-and-Control: Cybercene 
subject-screen intra-action has the potential to function as a colonial 
capture-and-control media, fueled by epistemic, afective and psychic 
practices of paranoid knowledge and desire. Lives, bodies and ecosystems 
are caged-and-staged via curated cybercitation in order to conform with 
and justify discourses and practices of extraction, exploitation and exter-
mination of these marginalized lives, bodies and ecosystems. Te 
foundational epistemic and discursive system underpinning Colonial-
Cybercene capture-and-control is human exceptionalism and the 
speciesist thinking derived from it. Digital automation is essentially a 
contemporary accelerated version of colonial classifcation and catego-
rization systems. 

3. Reciprocal Capture of Spectator/Consumer and Caged-and-Staged 
Bodies: Colonial-Cybercene capture-and-control has resulted in new 
forms of colonial human–media “co-becoming” and “co-making.” 
Reciprocal capture has rapidly led to an epistemic, discursive and psychic 
transformation from Homo sapiens to Homo digitalis. Tis double capture 
occurs through the captivating nature of the screen mapping-spectacle 
and the afective and psychic intra-action between the screen and the 
spectator who seeks to control and curate these images. Reciprocal capture 
provides a powerful sense of control while ironically rendering the 
spectator/consumer vulnerable to colonial capture-and-control for proft. 
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4. Hyperconvergence and Spectator/Consumer Agency: In the Cybercene, 
rather than simply being passive consumers of content, Homo digitalis 
subjects are able to consciously or unconsciously curate, deploy and intra-
act with cyberscreens to create personalized images, ideas and values, 
primarily via the smartphone hyperobject.Tis almost-ubiquitous human-
cyberscreen intra-action has led to hyperconvergence—a situation where 
subjective screen realities and embodied existences hybridize and inter-
connect. Not only are actual screens ubiquitous and interconnecting, but 
bodies, lives and ecosystems begin to be viewed, understood as and related 
to as if they are disposable screen images to be consumed. Entire systems 
of biocultural lively agents become such fragmented metaphorical cyber-
screen images for our newly habituated spectator/consumers. Tis 
hyperconvergence comes in addition to convergence of the mediatic 
landscape (with the interpenetration of diferent screen content such as 
television, cinema, online content). A semblance of embodied multispecies 
passionate immersion can be experienced via this hyperconverged cyber-
colonial desire machine. Te cyberscreen’s quadruple role as map, mirror, 
mass communicator and procurer) signifcantly multiplies its psychic-
cultural impact. 

5. Sentience-Swapping and “Tech-washing” discourses: Arguments about 
“innovation” and discourses that encourage sentience-swapping shape 
policy practices that diminish, ignore or gloss over crucial considerations 
of cultural, ethical and labor justice. Discursive strategies craft language 
to imbibe “A.I.” with magical qualities and processes of life (such as “deep 
thinking” or “neural networks”). Tese carefully curated metaphorics of 
sentience-swapping are then deployed widely to accumulate capital and 
power. Such uncritical stances have important ecocultural (natural and 
cultural) consequences for multispecies (human and non) care, kinship 
and wellbeing. 

6. Te End of the Postcolonial Interlude: Te pleasurable and violent intra-
action of capture-and-control is a form of colonial mediatic meaning 
creation that is now turbo-charged by the technological advances in 
personalized digital technology and content. Within both micro- (indi-
vidual consumer/spectators) and macro-level social contexts (entire 
transnational online communities such as the “manosphere”), this accel-
eration of capture-and-control has causing a resurgence of the colonial 
moment and the waning of the postcolonial moment in global history. 

7. Psychic Consequences of De-Situated Knowledges: Te epistemic frag-
mentation caused by hyperconvergence within societies has led to 
increased cultural polarization, the degradation of naturalcultural 
“commons” and de-situated knowledges. Mutually negotiated epistemic 
and discursive presuppositions that ground actual embodied actions (both 
personal and collective) upon actual bodies, lives and ecosystems have 
fragmented to the level of individual frameworks or tribal enclaves. Some 
symptoms of these forms of epistemic polarization and embodied 
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enclaving are loneliness, solastalgia, paranoia and bio-eco-dysphoria on 
the personal level, and manufactured identity-based conficts and erosion 
of democracy on the collective level. Mediatic cultural transformations 
are therefore causing important techno-epistemic, techno-psychic, techno-
discursive and techno-afective transformations globally, directly 
infuencing individual and collective biopolitical and ecopolitical choices 
and actions. All lives, bodies and ecosystems on the planet, whatever their 
level of human–media intra-action, are therefore implicated within the 
consequences of new Cybercene epistemologies and axiologies. 

8. Spatial Embodied Enclaving: Tese new forms of Colonial-Cybercene 
distancing and control via new modes of afect, meaning and knowledge 
production and the resulting embodied enclaving have direct implications 
for the material wellbeing of lives, bodies and ecosystems at all scales, 
from the personal to the planetary, from our gut ecosystems to local 
multispecies communities to continental and planetary ecological systems. 
Ignoring or underestimating the intimate human–media intra-actions in 
the hyperconverged world of the Cybercene era will usually result in 
consistent failures of social, cultural, economic and political policies and 
objectives towards multispecies healing and habitability, resulting in 
continued degradation of democratic and sustainable ecocultural and 
multispecies norms. 

None of the Cybercene media-spectator characteristics mentioned above are 
unsurmountable. However, as discussed in more detail the book’s conclusion, 
the complex intra-active dynamics of cyberscreen-human co-becomings can 
only be properly addressed by a diverse combination of solutions: widespread 
new media literacy,polycentric application of mitigation and regulation mecha-
nisms, and investment within tech command centers to provide careful 
innovation that truly works towards cultivating a multispecies commons rather 
than promoting further epistemic polarization. 
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Running Away 

Chailert was 16 when she heard the terrible noise. She scrambled through 
the trees until she found the source: a bull elephant scrabbling in the mud 
as it tried and failed to drag a log out of a ditch. Every failed attempt was 
met with punishment […] 

“My heart hurt a lot,” says Chailert. “I tried everything to get the 
screaming to stop but I was disturbing their work, so I had to go. I kept 
asking ‘why, why, why?’”1 

Why, why, why? 
Tese words of a sixteen-year-old Tai girl, Saengduean Lek Chailert, 

echoed for days in my head. 
Not quite unlike the returned gaze of the Channel Island Fox described 

in this book’s Preface, the bull elephant’s screams can be characterized as a 
foundational ethical glitch that reformatted young Chailert’s relationship with 
elephants forever. Instead of viewing them as living matter that exists to serve 
humans, she saw them for what they were: deeply passionate, intelligent, 
profoundly sentient beings. Despite being from a poor family, Chailert worked 
relentlessly to eventually found Elephant Nature Park in Northern Tailand. 
Today, it cares for around 120 elephants on more than a thousand hectares 
of land.Tere are no rides or performances. “Te priority is that every elephant 
has a family,” she says.2 

Part Tree of this book explores such deeply transfguring epistemic, psychic 
and afective moments when the colonial stereotypes that constitute and 
reafrm human/nonhuman, culture/nature, man/woman, colonizer/colonized 
identities via spectator/consumer and media spectacles “run away” and fall 
apart. Captured-and-controlled bodies, lives and ecocultural systems momen-
tarily emerge and speak (or scream) their truth at that moment, deeply 
exposing the faws of de-situated knowledges. Tese liberatory instances are 
both spontaneous—like the fox’s gaze encountered in the Preface, they are 
moments of truth, when biopower and soulpower are seen and recognized, 
rather than distanced—and also strategic, as we shall explore in detail in this 
chapter. 
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Te Restorative Power of the Ethical Glitch 

Glitching colonial control-and-desire machines means cultivating what 
Dwyane Donald calls ethical relationality and Marco Armiero terms a sense 
of the commons, “because as much as wasting relationships produce proft from 
exploitation and othering, commoning relationships, instead, produce well-
being through care and inclusion.”3 

Te map-fetish structure and “thin” narrative are very difcult to sustain, 
as the way they are set up already contains the seeds of their own breakdown. 
We have seen in Chapter  2 how the colonial stereotype works as Freud’s 
fetish, in that it requires the simultaneous existence of contradictory beliefs. 
Te colonial stereotype of the “native” sets up a repeated cycle of readily 
accessible characteristics, but it is those very features that provide the gateway 
to dismantling these images. Te thinness of the map-fetish is also way in 
which capture-and-control can dissolve into “running away”—epistemic, 
afective, ethical and practical glitches in the colonial-mediatic command 
economy. Capture-and-control is deployed from a conceptualization of desire 
as lack, while running away is Deleuzian, opening up desire to its true 
productive capacities. For the colonial desire machine to be not only disrupted, 
but reformatted towards a caring multispecies kinship, an unlearning as well 
as a strategic relearning happens at the moment of the ethical glitch, making 
it qualitatively diferent from a technical glitch or a malfunction. Tese 
engaged and productive ethical glitches may make strategic use of Cybercene 
human–tech intra-action (such as the lure of the spectacle and the inherent 
reciprocal capture process), but they serve as a vector towards (rather than 
a substitute for) embodied multispecies ecocultural care and kinship. Lives 
that are attentive to these ethical glitches are sometimes able to harness them 
towards liberatory alternatives of situated knowledges, care and kinship. Te 
ethical glitch provides a means to restore embodied forms of multispecies 
relationality by focusing on sympoetic co-becoming, intra-action and thick-
accounts. Tese glitch thin narratives and colonial epistemologies, afects and 
discourses. 

As bio- and eco-politically marginalized communities of all kinds 
throughout the globe have demonstrated in past moments of colonial 
capture-and-control, conceptual ethical glitches (paradigm shifts)—situated 
knowledges such as satyagraha, Āina, democratic multispecies civil rights 
movements—can be fostered in collaborative communities and then stra-
tegically implemented within lives, bodies and ecocultural systems to restore, 
heal and make re-habitable multispecies ecocultural systems. Convergence 
of interests and mutualistic forms of collaboration (explored in more detail 
in the next chapter) are key to de-marginalizing these situated knowledges 
and bringing them to the center of new ecocultural epistemologies and 
practices. 

Ethical glitches present themselves either in the form of actual digital/ 
tech mistakes and spontaneous system failures or in the form of metaphorical 
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glitches—epistemic, psychic and imaginative diversions from the hegemonic 
regimes of thin-knowledge created by cyberscenes and cyberdiscourses. Tese 
glitches can present themselves via moments deliberately envisioned by 
thinkers, artists and other creators who use imaginative ways of re-inserting 
the embodied lives, bodies and ecosystems that have been repressed and 
disavowed, causing spectators to question and complicate their respective 
relationships with screen realities and actual embodied experiences. At other 
times, these glitches are not actively pursued for subversive intent but rather 
produced through the survivance and resilience of marginalized/racialized 
and other subaltern lives and communities. Such kinds of glitches are present 
simply via embodied presence. Like Bhabha’s mimicry, they manifest themselves 
within the very bodies, interconnected lives and passionately immersed caring 
communities that the stereotype violently seeks to other. Tis kind of glitch 
is often readily accessible to us in our nonhuman kin, who cannot speak for 
themselves in human languages, but are able to provide us alternative images, 
ideas, values and narratives of living that are there for anyone who is willing 
to cultivate the humility, respect and “arts of attentiveness”4 necessary to listen 
and learn. 

Multispecies Sympoesis: Glitching Hierarchical Epistemologies 

Ethical glitches are epistemically and methodologically situated rather than 
de-situated and colonial. Tey point the way to an ethical paradigm shift 
towards frameworks of multispecies, multi-kind ethical relationality. Very 
importantly, these ethical glitches are not simply disruptive but also restorative— 
the disruption is only one half of the sentence, useless and even counterproductive 
without the second half, which provides pathways towards integrated care 
and kinship. 

Chapter 2 demonstrated how the hierarchical classifcation of life is the 
basis of colonial relationships. As we open up afects of care and attentive-
ness to virtual screen-kin in the Cybercene, further misrecognizing and 
displacing value away from other “lesser” living species towards automated 
bodies and systems, questions of equity and justice for all lives are becoming 
ever more relevant. It is for this reason that any solutions or alternative 
projects of healing and restored habitability “cannot be anything less than a 
multispecies alliance”;5 they must fundamentally alter how we perceive and 
understand the value of nonhuman lives and bodies vis-à-vis humans. Instead 
of a colonial vision of hierarchical forms of life all looking to dominate each 
other in a ferce competition to survive and get the most out of limited 
resources, a multispecies paradigm glitch undertakes a far more complex and 
scientifc, and therefore ethical approach. Ecologists know very well that in 
any given ecosystem, relationships between living organisms and nonliving 
entities (all “more or less animate” if one follows an Indigenous paradigm) 
are governed by equilibrium and balance. I  propose that we consider the 
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concept of mutualism as key to care and kinship bonds in any ecocultural 
system. Mutualism in biology 

refers to a symbiotic relationship between diferent species where all 
participating organisms beneft from and may depend on each other 
for survival. […] Terefore, mutualism is not only vital for the species 
directly involved but also for sustaining the balance of ecosystems.6 

In other words, ecological relationships are full of deeply intimate intra-actions. 
Te impact of these mutualistic relationships infuences all sorts of natural-
cultural discourses between agential beings both human and non. Te lesson 
is the one Wi’ma Island gave me: nothing exists in seclusion. Deeply under-
standing this foundational mantra enacts an ethical glitch in our understanding 
of care and kinship in a transformed world. A naturalcultural glitch further 
expands the strictly biological remit of mutualistic relations, allowing us to 
understand how power, knowledge, discourse and afects all come together 
to intra-act within cultural systems. For example, medical research is fnally 
paying attention to the fact that every individual is a unique and complex 
microbiome, a microbial ecosystem that afects our physical, mental and 
emotional states of being. 

Picture a bustling city on a weekday morning, the sidewalks fooded 
with people rushing to get to work or to appointments. Now imagine 
this at a microscopic level and you have an idea of what the micro-
biome looks like inside our bodies, consisting of trillions of 
microorganisms (also called microbiota or microbes) of thousands of 
diferent species.7 

Our microbiomes are now being understood as a key support feature for our 
organs and systems that is highly unique and personalized to our individual 
DNA. Donna Haraway, in an alternative vision to the human-centric 
Anthropocene and its aversion to all that is nonhuman, suggests that the 
pathway towards care and kinship lies within the realization of the 
“Chthulucene”—an era “made up of ongoing multispecies stories and practices 
of becoming-with” because “bounded individualism in its many favors in 
science, politics, and philosophy has fnally become unavailable to think with, 
truly no longer thinkable, technically or in any other way.”8 In the Chthulucene, 
she argues, sympoesis (making-with) is the only way, rather than autopoesis 
(independent, isolated and isolationist “making of ”): 

Te earth of the ongoing Chthulucene is sympoetic, not autopoetic. 
Autopoetic systems are hugely interesting—witness the history of 
cybernetics and information sciences; but they are not good models 
for living and dying worlds and their critters.9 
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Te kind of ethical relationality that elevates our critter-kin to co-makers of 
our bodies, lives and ecosystems creates the glitch in the Cybercene machine 
of desire and knowledge production, so obsessed with enclaved, entrenched 
and isolating discursive autopoesis.10 In four case studies that follow in this 
and the next chapter, I examine stories of such sympoetic glitches, which will 
allow us to trace pragmatic solutions to corrosive Cybercene otherings, and 
towards multispecies co-creation. Tese four cases are purposely disparate in 
nature: they feature second-generation Black women’s generative bodies in 
Italy, disidentifying performances of fertile queer bodies in Los Angeles, 
culinary co-becomings in the global Somali diaspora, and the Bison-Native 
American kinship in Wyoming. Te bodies, lives and ecocultural systems in 
all four cases retain experiences of being captured-and-controlled by colonial 
mediatic forces in the past as well as the present. Despite their apparent 
diferences, they sympoetically talk to each other in various transcultural loops 
and cascading relationships. Haraway’s notion of sympoesis echoes the 
millennia-long approach of non-Western Indigenous research methods, which 
often have a relational rather than an individual approach to epistemologies. 
In normative knowledge command economies, the “product” of knowledge is 
understood as being of individual ownership, to be produced, bought and sold 
as a resource. In Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods, Shawn 
Wilson says that Indigenous paradigms contrast deeply with such an approach: 

Tis is vastly diferent from the Indigenous paradigm, where knowl-
edge is seen as belonging to the cosmos of which we are a part of 
and researchers are only interpreters of this knowledge. Tis distinc-
tion of ownership of knowledge is one major diference between the 
dominant and Indigenous paradigms.11 

Te glitch in the system brought about by such sympoetic research, analysis 
and interpretation of knowledge, then, not only produces alternative narratives 
of identities, relationalities and belongings, but also opens up the question of 
what research and knowledge-creation practices should be in the frst place. 
Cybercene studies scholars must seek to analyze and sympoetically create the 
lived experiences of bioculturally marginalized multispecies communities, such 
as those of migrants, diasporas, racialized bodies and nonhuman perspectives. 
At stake are multispecies lives, bodies and intricate ecocultural systems that 
uphold myriad naturalcultural equilibria—relationships that sustain all our 
societies. As I mentioned briefy above, a reformatting of colonial relationality 
into a caring multispecies kinship can only occur if an unlearning as well as 
a strategic relearning happens at the moment of the glitch. Tis is the “ethical” 
part of the ethical glitch, what makes it qualitatively diferent from simply a 
technical glitch or a malfunction. Such a glitch disrupts the knowledge/power/ 
consumption desire machine that seeks to capture-and-control for proft, and 
allows for the diferences that othered multispecies bodies represent to exist 
on their own terms. Te ethical glitch becomes an unlearning process, a 
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process of epistemic humility where hierarchical colonial relationships are 
transformed into kinship relationships. Citing Gayatri Spivak’s idea of this 
unlearning, F. Richard Georgi states: 

For [Spivak], unlearning relates to recognizing the very own privileges 
we hold as intellectuals and our insatiable desire to know the world 
of the subaltern, which inevitably comes with the subliminal lust for 
control and power over what is known, as the history of science and 
colonialism has taught us […]. Ultimately, for her, unlearning comes 
down to acknowledging the limits of  what can (and should) be 
known as the real basis of accepting diference without appropri-
ating it.12 

In EH parlance, the ethical glitch allows us to unlearn epistemologies of 
seclusion and relearn how we constantly co-become with multispecies lives 
in “unexpected collaborations and combinations.”13 Tese companion-oddkin 
extend beyond our bodies into increasingly wider circles of care and kinship: 
from our immediately family relations, to our friendship circles, to our local 
communities, to our nations and our entire planet. Tese relations are not 
simply abstract, but deeply material, deeply passionate, intimate and afective. 
A multispecies paradigm glitches colonial distancing and diferentiating 
designed to optimize proft via extraction and exploitation. It provides an 
alternative way, demonstrating that we are deeply cared for in an entire 
ecocultural system full of direct and indirect efects, feedback loops and 
cascading consequences. A multispecies paradigm is not a new idea; it has 
been imagined and practiced for millennia by diverse communities in distinct 
place- and space-specifc variations. Are we able to engage in humble listening 
sessions to revalue these historical situated knowledges, and strategically make 
some past practices our future ones? I  will begin my exploration of this 
transformative unlearning-relearning ethical glitch with a story that connects 
to where we left of in the previous chapter, the colonial fetish-mapping of 
Minister Kyenge. 

Orangutan 

Queer scholar José Esteban Muñoz quotes a discussion by Félix Guattari 
about Te Mirabelles, a drag theatrical group, in his analysis of the disiden-
tifcatory strategies of certain drag performances. It is worth mentioning here 
as it illustrates the glitching potential of the body when it is actively presented 
(or presents itself via presence) in ways that go against the expectations of 
the dominant discursive/technological biocultural apparatus: 

Te Mirabelles are experimenting with a new type of militant theater, 
a theater separate from an explanatory language and long tirades of 
good intentions, for example, on gay liberation. Tey resort to drag, 
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song, mime, dance, etc. not as diferent ways of illustrating a theme, 
to “change the idea” of spectators, but in order to trouble them, to stir 
up uncertain desire-zones that they always more-or-less refuse to explore. 
Te question is no longer to know whether one will play feminine 
against masculine or the reverse, but to make bodies, all bodies, break 
away from the representations and restraints on the “social body.”14 

In this section, I analyze a specifc naturalcultural instance of an ethical glitch 
to explore the functioning of the glitch in “stirring up uncertain desire zones” 
within the spectator/consumer.Tese uncertain knowledges and afects disrupt 
the unrelenting autopoetic feedback loop of the Colonial-Cybercene desire 
machine and prod viewers who have been hardened into certainty to consider 
alternative, ethical forms of relationality. 

A 2014 song and music video “Orangutan,” created by Black Italian singer, 
rapper and producer, Anna Maria Gehnyei, better known as Karima 2G, was 
a direct response to Roberto Calderoli’s racist stereotyping of Minister Cécile 
Kyenge. Karima 2G’s song and music video deftly re-reformats the spectator/ 
consumer’s strategically constructed Colonial-Cybercene discourse (that of 
the bestial and/or hypersexual Black body) into new kinds of liberatory 
constructions. Te primary lyrics of the song are: 

Two G, Second Generation, Citizen Right, to represent the Nation 
Orangutan, O Orangutan, O Orangutan, O Orang (who the hell is?) 

(Refrain) 
I love animals bears and wolves, Mr Calderoli come and sit in my zoo 
Greenpeace protect the seas 
Rape is a Crime is not a Passion 
Refect on the use of Communication 
Black is my Skin, Smile take my Picture, Don’t you ever Compare me 
I’m a supermodel15 

Via this track and music video, Karima 2G glitches the Colonial-Cybercene 
capture-and-control of Black women’s bodies via a hierarchical classifcation 
of life and the “dreaded comparison” between humans and animals.16 She 
re-cites and therefore re-presents found digital archival images yet again in 
a very diferent fashion. Te glitch presents itself both visually and within the 
words and sounds of the product.Te video begins with a literal visual glitching 
of a re-citation by a news presenter of Calderoli’s original comments. Te 
quality of the sound and images represented as a citation within a citation 
are glitched—the video image breaking up at several instances (Fig. 5.1) and 
the voice of the presenter glitching. 

By directly referencing Calderoli’s comments, she asks “who the hell is?” 
thus redirecting the obsessive repetition of the stereotype-as-fetish ape 
(represented and echoed by the obsessively repeated refrain in the song, its 
catch “orangutan, orangutan, orang…”). Karima 2G directs this obsessive 
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 Figure 5.1 Te re-citation of the racist comments by Roberto Calderoli, glitched in 
Karima 2G’s music video “Orangutan.” 

stereotyping by calling it a “miseducation.” She also glitches the ape-minister 
comparison by equating Calderoli to an animal by inviting him to become a 
part of her zoo. Via a visual overlay of images with her lyrics and music, 
Karima 2G connects the racial othering and commodifcation of Kyenge’s 
body to four other ecocultural historical otherings and commodifcation 
processes—the Black civil rights movements against segregation and apartheid 
(via visuals showing protest marches and Martin Luther King speaking), the 
denial of citizenship rights to second-generation Italians who are children of 
frst-generation Italian-migrant parents (“2G, Second Generation, Citizen 
Rights”), the environmental extraction and extermination of multispecies 
bodies and lives in the Wasteocene (“Greenpeace, protect the seas” paired 
with visuals of a beached whale being dumped by a bulldozer), as well as 
social discourse that permits sexual exploitation of women (“Rape is a Crime 
is not a Passion”). 

By making these audiovisual afective and discursive connections, the singer/ 
songwriter opens up the specifcity of the desire and menace in Calderoli’s 
racist mapping of Kyenge’s body to the general othering discursive context 
within which his comments were made. Importantly, Karima 2G’s video 
excellently illustrates my insistence on the productive constitutive powers of 
the glitch by not only using it to criticize the original othering citation, but 
also reformatting it to create a new web of ethical relationalities. For example, 
she imposes such an alternative discursive-technological narrative of relation-
ality with the Black woman’s body via her lyrics and via scenes superimposing 
Kyenge posing for journalists at a press conference with photo shoots of Black 
fashion models: “Black is my Skin, Smile take my Picture, Don’t you ever 
Compare me, I’m a supermodel.” 
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In addition to analyzing how Karima 2G audiovisually glitches Calderoli’s 
othering of Minister Kyenge, a naturalcultural discourse analysis of these 
mediatic texts cannot ignore the presence and cultural interpretations of actual 
orangutans (genus Pongo) themselves. Karima 2G’s video also glitches the 
implied devalued body of the primate by adding a digital “crown” on one 
individual that walks back and forth again and again in a kind of paranoid 
loop of a glitched videotape over the soundtrack of the main hook of the song 
(Fig. 5.2). Te looped image, apparently stuck in time, seems to remind us of 
the anxious repetition of stereotype fetish-images as described by Bhabha. 
I  interpret the addition of a digital “king’s crown” to the orangutan’s body as 
the musician’s self-refexive questioning of its social status, and perhaps its 
possible recuperation and revaluation into dignity, care and kinship within a 
more liberatory and non-hierarchical epistemic framework of multispecies life. 

If we shift from an anthropocentric perspective of the orangutan as a 
metaphor to examine this case naturalculturally, we realize the ironic dissonance 
of a Black Italian minister being compared to a primate that is endemic not 
to the Congo, or even to Africa, but to Southeast Asia—specifcally the islands 
of Borneo and Sumatra. Te charismatic presence and “human-like” expres-
sivity of these primates have deeply shaped their meanings in both science 
and culture. Te very name “orang-hutan” allows us to refect on the many 
ways in which this charismatic species is anthropomorphized in culture, and 
continues to firt with the human/nonhuman divide within human imagina-
tion for many diferent reasons. Its given name signifes “person of the forest” 
in Malay. In a 2018 documentary flm entitled Person of the Forest, biological 
anthropologist Cheryl Knott of Boston University and feld biologist Robert 
Rodriguez Suro examine the unique sub-cultures found in diferent orangutan 

Figure 5.2 Te orangutan with a “crown.” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EKQOltcexX0 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EKQOltcexX0
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populations in the wild. Knott describes how a team of scientists that included 
herself “fgured out that many of the behaviors that we were seeing were 
actually  culturally specifc to certain populations. Tus, it is only through 
long-term research at multiple sites that we’ve come to realize that each 
population is unique and has cultural traditions not seen elsewhere. We didn’t 
set out to study culture; it was only through comparing our behavioral obser-
vation that we realized that we were seeing cultural variation between sites.”17 

A 2011 paper by Michael Krützen et al. explores the possibility of “cultural 
plasticity” in orangutan communities, and comes to the conclusion that “genetic 
diferences among orangutan populations explain only very little of the 
geographic variation in behavior, whereas environmental diferences explain 
much more, highlighting the importance of developmental plasticity.  […] 
Tus individual and cultural plasticity provide a plausible pathway toward 
local adaptation in long-lived organisms such as great apes and formed the 
evolutionary foundation upon which human culture was built.”18 In other 
words, scientifc evidence can confdently ascribe sentience, intelligence and 
culture to a nonhuman entity. While this kind of scientifc work is commend-
able and necessary, it is curious to take a step back and notice how normative 
knowledge command economies frst erased, dismissed and then forgot 
Indigenous thought that deeply connected us to orangutans, thus letting newer 
scientifc research re-state the forgotten in more culturally palatable ways 
decades later. It is also useful to notice how this book’s redefnition of discourse 
to include both natural and cultural practices and relationships renders this 
kind of scientifc search for evidence of intelligence somewhat moot. 

Even this brief naturalcultural analysis of Karima 2G’s multimediatic 
Cybercene re-citation shows the coupling of the disruptive and transformative 
potential of the ethical glitch to divert the obsessive othering and commodifying 
citations actively viewed by the spectator/consumer into unexpectedly new and 
contrasting citations of ethical relationality, involving the actual orangutans, 
their cultural construction by humans, and the cultures they construct. Te 
ethical glitch activates via strategic reformatting of the colonial stereotype and 
its desire fows from a thin-account to a thick one, where it is possible to 
“learn to be afected,” to understand and “care a little diferently.”19 Karima 
2G’s thick-account strategically utilizes the potent lure of the colonial cyber-
spectacle to glitch the expected fow, creating a multi-sensorial re-presentation 
of bodies to reinsert agency and kinship within the silenced and othered 
colonized object. Naturalcultural discourse analysis of both the deployed racist 
stereotype-fetish (the capture-and-control of multispecies bodies) and its stra-
tegic glitch (where the fxed fetish-image “runs away”) allows us to understand 
the intricate processes by which the human/nonhuman duality is utilized. 

Multispecies Performance as Glitch: Dr Davis’ Tat Fertile Feeling 

Te previous case study explored the intimate ways in which bioculturally 
othered identities can potentially glitch their entanglement within the colonial 
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desire machine that engages deeply in autopoetic play between cyberscreen 
images and the spectator/consumer. Te glitch ofers a pathway of escape, 
agency and liberation from the colonial fetish-mapping of othered womens’ 
bodies. In my second case study for this chapter, we will explore a product 
of performative mimicry found as re-citation in a short flm on YouTube.20 

Made by a team led by Vaginal Davis, or as she also likes being called, Dr 
Davis, the flm highlights glitching capabilities within performative aspects 
of Cybercene content now widely available to spectator/consumers, and their 
potential to disrupt normative biocultural discourses of sexuality, gender and 
race. Just like the previous case study of digital content, it becomes evident 
that user-fed Cybercene platforms not only function as sites of colonial content 
consumption, but also as potential locations for decolonial and anti-colonial 
restoration. 

Dr Davis was born intersex in Los Angeles in an era when medical 
discourse constituted sex and gender only within the dichotomy of male or 
female. As Davis’ mother refused to have doctors operate on her, she grew 
up with “male” written on her birth certifcate, but with her mother and older 
sisters referring to her with female pronouns.21 Davis’ artistic work strategi-
cally and masterfully glitches several biopolitical categories, just as her own 
body glitches rigid dichotomies and subcultures: she declares herself “too gay 
for the punks, and too punk for the gays.”22 Her video work was repeatedly 
rejected and denigrated at LGBTQ+ flm festivals which, in her words, were 
“absolutely horrifed” by her submissions.23 Davis’ videos, now re-cited on 
YouTube, were originally flmed on Super-8 and other such home movie 
formats. Te new life given to her original works by the Cybercene’s screen 
convergences allows us to study glitching’s new viral capabilities in an era 
where digital reformatting can confuse the timelines of mediatic products, 
churning them into an ahistorical mélange of cyberscenes and cyberdiscourses 
for spectator/consumer viewing. While Davis’ output is diverse and wide-
ranging, presenting many diferent personas and performances, for the 
purposes of this book I will focus on one of her early canonical works: Tat 
Fertile Feeling from 1983. 

José Esteban Muñoz highlights Dr Davis’ work and praises its “tactical” 
use of misrecognition: “Identifcation itself can also be manipulated and 
worked in ways that promise narratives of self that surpass the limits prescribed 
by the dominant culture. [Dr Davis’ work] appropriates […] both dominant 
culture and diferent subcultural movements.”24 I would like to posit that via 
Tat Fertile Feeling, Davis short-circuits colonial biocultural discourses of 
motherhood and of queer sexuality as bestial, by recognizing and drawing 
from within the fragility of these discourses stereotype-smashing mimic-
images, ideas and values. Via farcical yet moving re-presentations of childbirth 
and what Muñoz calls “disidentifcation,” Vaginal Creme Davis and her very 
pregnant friend Fertile La Toyah Jackson transgress the spectator/consumer’s 
normative expectations of blackness, whiteness, masculinity, femininity, moth-
erhood and family. 
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Disidentifcation is a performative mode of tactical recognition that 
various minoritarian subjects employ in an efort to resist the oppres-
sive and normalizing discourse of dominant ideology. Disidentifcation 
resists the interpellating call of ideology that fxes a subject within 
the state power apparatus. It is a reformatting of self within the social. 
It is a third term that resists the binary of identifcation and coun-
teridentifcation. Counteridentifcation often, through the very 
routinized workings of its denouncement of dominant discourse, 
reinstates that same discourse.25 

Muñoz’s defnition of disidentifcation as opposed to counteridentifcation 
accomplishes the very important act of pinpointing exactly why and how 
tactical performance by subaltern bodies can bring into question the entire 
colonial ideological/technological apparatus by glitching the oppressive fxing 
of the stereotype-as-fetish in dominant discourse. Tis is exactly how the 
ethical glitch in the Cybercene shows itself—not via counterdiscourse, but by 
making-with (sympoesis) the seeds of alternative discourses already contained 
within the dominant discourse via mimicry. Tis sympoetic creativity provides 
an escape route for the fxed bodies, lives and ecosystems, allowing them an 
opportunity to “run away” from the capture-and-control of dominant 
commodifying and othering cyberdiscourses. 

Vaginal Creme Davis and Fertile La Toyah Jackson do not ft within the 
“glamour” or “comic” categories of drag. Tey therefore already upend any 
stereotypical and fetishized norms that may be expected by typical spectators 
of this subculture. Davis’ onscreen persona is a doubly othered body: excluded 
by the homophobic and masculinist elements of the Black civil rights move-
ments in the early 1980s; not at home in the spaces of belonging provided 
by white, corporate and “palatable” gay culture so prevalent today. I  would 
personally use the term interstitial to confgure the positioning of Davis’ 
character within these competing identities—her performance deliberately 
places her outside normative categories and classifcation systems. Muñoz 
argues that Davis’ persona is not a commercial, sanitized and desexualized 
drag act designed for mass consumption.26 He describes the ability of Vaginal’s 
performances to “stir up desires,” enabling subjects to “imagine a way of 
breaking away from the social body.”27 Te ethical glitch is precisely this kind 
of mechanism, short-circuiting the colonial desire machine by troubling settled 
psychic fows of spectator/consumer desire within the Colonial-Cybercene 
mediatic apparatus and questioning normative ways of embodiment that 
commodify, other and waste marginalized and excluded lives. It is not simply 
disruptive, which is what most glitches are. As we shall see in Dr Davis’ short 
flm, an ethical glitch provides a compelling alternative vision of care and 
kinship. 

Tat Fertile Feeling begins with Vaginal Creme Davis and Fertile La Toyah 
Jackson deciding to watch a “porno.” Te central role of the technological 
apparatus in creating a glitch in the erotic-productive-reproductive economy 
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is evidenced explicitly in this sequence. Vaginal says: “Well, now we can watch 
a porno, you have a VCR!” Troughout the somewhat lengthy sequence of 
flm-within-the-flm, the camera strategically rests only upon the gaze of the 
two women, rather than the erotic spectacle of the “porno” embedded within 
the flm. Te spectator/consumer is frustratingly kept from peeking at the 
desired and desirable bodies presented in the pornographic movie—a glitch 
to the “regime of the visible” that fuels the mediatic desire machine of the 
spectacle.28 As spectator/consumers, we are sufciently lured, but the lure 
turns out to be that of mimic porn-bodies—non-normative and farcical drag 
parodies of the unseen and perfect (and, one images, heteronormative) copu-
lating bodies that the drag bodies comment on with repetitive giggling and 
exclamations of “oohs” and “aahs.” Tis kind of visual play performs the 
ideological function of a glitch, reformatting normative economies of gazing 
and desire to reconstitute erotic power by tricking the spectator’s needs and 
expectations (Fig. 5.3). 

As Fertile giggles uncontrollably while viewing these bodies that we as 
spectators are unable to see, Vaginal makes an attempt to tease Fertile by 
using the remote to interrupt the flm. 

Vaginal: I want to change this movie, I don’t wanna see it! 
Fertile: Noooo, put it back, put it back! Put it back! Put it baaaack! 

Figure 5.3 Screengrab from the re-citation of short film “That Fertile Feeling” 
by Vaginal Davis.29
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Vaginal: Girl! You act like you’ve never seen no people doing it in a movie 
before. 

Fertile: But never on my TV! 
(Both laugh) 
Vaginal: Well, you’ve never had a VCR before. You’re a rich black girl now 

honey, you can aford to have a VCR.30 

Tis initial framing sequence, I believe, constitutes an exemplary meta-mediatic 
frame to the story, exploring the nexus of queer Black identity, technological 
ubiquity brought about by afordable VCR sets, and the personalized avail-
ability of erotic content that allows for innovative explorations of sexuality, 
gender and productive/reproductive value in society, all the way “down” to the 
lower-class Black communities. By doing so in a farcical, camp and “homey” 
style, it domesticates the othered sexual “deviant,” providing them with a 
home and family, and with full rights to claim motherhood and other 
supportive forms of kinship—just not in the normative way. 

Following this establishing sequence, Fertile’s waters break, leading to a 
frantic drive to get medical help. Te two friends are refused assistance by 
the hospitals due to not having medical insurance. Tey then frenetically 
arrive at Vaginal’s apartment and are greeted by Vaginal’s “Nude Husband” 
(that is his name). Dressed only in an apron, Nude Husband is, well, nude— 
except for an apron. He is white, blond, and muscular—in other words he 
possesses all the qualities exalted as beautiful and desirable within the dominant 
paradigms of mainstream global gay culture. As another excellent example of 
disidentifcation and the use of tactical misrecognition, Nude Husband 
embodies the exact opposite of what a dominant white heteronormative body 
should be and do, by playing the part of a submissive house husband. 

Fertile starts giving birth to one baby after another. She eventually reaches 
an impressive total of eleven babies: “She is the frst mom to have 
eleventuplets!”31 Vaginal proudly exclaims into the camera. Fertile’s screams 
when in labor are framed by Nude Husband doing crunches, displaying his 
naked body’s stereotypical masculine virtues. Tis is, yet again, a juxtaposition 
of the stereotype-as-fetish with the mimic-mother’s body, a contradictory 
overlap that sets up the visual question of whether the “original” or dominant 
value given to the white male body is of higher value in the frst place. As 
Vaginal places each baby in the makeshift cradle, she exclaims, “Tey look 
like puppies!”32—again confusing the traditional expected identifcation of 
human babies and hinting at alternative possibilities of multispecies being 
and belonging. Te short flm ends on a note of celebration of glitched 
motherhood with Fertile declaring “I am an incredible woman!”33 and then, 
rather than performing the expected actions of an exhausted yet already doting 
mother, literally and fguratively runs away by jumping out of the window 
and skateboarding away from Vaginal’s apartment. She even jumps over a 
literal gate that separates the gated community from the parking lot, thus 
metaphorically running away from the spatial and epistemic enclaving the 
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gate and its community represent. Te flm ends with extended long takes of 
Fertile on a skateboard performing tricks. We see Vaginal look at Fertile from 
the window and exclaim, “Tere she is! Oh my God! Fertile La Toyah Jackson, 
you shouldn’t be on a skateboard! You should be with your children!”34 

Troughout this glitching flm, the spectator’s expectations are subverted 
via disidentifcations of mimic-men, mimic-women, mimic-moms and mimic-
families. Tey are all “almost, but not quite…,” and yet they thrive and 
reproduce because they claim a space of belonging by existing and supporting 
each other. It portrayed a profound message of mutualism, care and kinship 
in the guise of a camp product. Tat fertile feeling in the flm’s title ends up 
signifying deeply afective bonds of kinship via a non-pedantic and non-
pathos-induced inclusivity of bodies othered within a hostile society. Fertile 
is a mother—a super-mother, in fact—and Vaginal and Fertile are women 
without any further explanation. Te flm also accomplishes the task of 
co-constituting a home—a space of belonging for othered bodies—by visually 
and narratively glitching highly controlled colonial discourses of reproductivity. 
Trough its campy characters, the flm provides a potent model of freedom, 
solidarity and friendship via an ethical relationality that reformats the tradi-
tional family unit, thus providing a joyfully non-normative, inclusive and 
entertaining story of oddkin survivance. Indeed, Vaginal and Fertile’s friend-
ship glitches normative ecosexual practices as much as does Fertile’s miracle 
birth. As Kim TallBear and Angela Willey argue: 

Te naturalization of settler monogamy depends as much upon distin-
guishing love from friendship and other forms of afnity as it does 
the pathologization of promiscuity or non-monogamy […]. Te valu-
ation of friendship as a site of intimacy, meaning-making, resource 
sharing, and transformation has the potential to unravel stories about 
the specialness of sex and to fuel our imaginations to rethink forms 
and structures that exceed the ideal of the settler family, which may 
sustain and remake us.35 

Tat Fertile Feeling’s decolonial generative ecologies and ecosexualities 
co-constitute an alternative pathway of relationality for excluded and margin-
alized bodies, providing meaningful possibilities of safe and generative (fertile?) 
kinship via queer epistemological and visual/mediatic glitches. By normalizing 
Fertile La Toyah’s fantastical sexual and reproductive—one could say “wild”— 
body, it brings a sense of multispecies inclusivity to queer forms of sexuality, 
so often actively suppressed by dreaded comparisons to the beast or the bestial. 
As Jack Halberstam argues, “the wild” must be understood as an epistemology, 
“a terrain of alternative formulations that resist the orderly impulses of 
modernity.”36 Tat Fertile Feeling is a beautiful example of a performative 
glitch, among a myriad of representational strategies used by queer cultural 
innovators to unsettle such biopolitical capture-and-control of both sexuality 
and animality. 

https://tricks.We
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Via such tactics, these bodies gain the chance to escape the wasteful 
constraints of normative speciesist settler-colonial forms of love, thus creating 
potentially joyful and healing implications for all multispecies bodies, lives 
and ecosystems. In Strange Natures: Futurity, Empathy and the Queer Ecological 
Imagination, Nicole Seymour describes these queer ecological works as impor-
tant naturalcultural initiatives accessible to all, not just audiences that identify 
with one particular sexuality. Indeed, Tat Fertile Feeling can be said to narrate 
a specifcally “queer ecological ethic of care: a care not rooted in stable essen-
tialized identity categories, a care that is not just a means of solving 
human-specifc problems, a care that does not operate out of an expectation 
for recompense.”37 It proposes a queer multispecies empathy, which, “because 
it crosses identity boundaries and looks skeptically at established ontological 
categories […] is available to all.”38 

Both Karima 2G’s forceful musical response and Dr Davis’ hilarious and 
campy flm, re-cited on YouTube, strategically harness the fact that mediatic 
colonial stereotypes also contain the seeds of their own breakdown.Te results 
of these kinds of conceptual and imaginative glitches are possible paradigm 
shifts into diferent and more mutualistic forms of multispecies kinship. In 
the next chapter, we will explore how ethical, afective, epistemic and discursive 
glitches such as those examined in this chapter can become the foundation 
of afective-material practices of bio- and ecocultural care and kinship within 
bodies, lives and ecocultural systems. 



 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

Chapter 6 

Our Multispecies Futures 

In Aboriginal philosophy, existence consists of energy. All things are animate, 
imbued with spirit, and in constant motion. In the realm of energy and 
spirit, interrelationships between all entities are of paramount importance, 
and space is a more important referent than time. 

Leroy Little Bear1 

Diverse global Indigenous epistemologies of ecocultural care and kinship pivot 
around variations of ethical relationality. It is a guiding principle throughout 
this project. Tis decolonial and multispecies attitude is often experienced 
within a dazzling multiplicity of Indigenous traditions in diferent parts of 
our planet via forms of somatic and ecocultural attentiveness, observation, 
connection, ceremony and storytelling. Indigenous scholar Manu Aluli Meyer 
describes her relationship with epistemology like this: “Every little thing. 
I mean, I  can see a dead frog on the road, and it relates to epistemology.”2 

In other words, these are often profoundly and passionately situated forms of 
knowledge. In the previous chapter, we explored diverse ways of ethically 
glitching the colonial capture-and-control of ecocultural systems that dramati-
cally re-situate corrosive and distancing knowledges. In this chapter, I argue 
for the importance of re-evaluating and reintegrating often disavowed or 
devalued situated knowledges produced by the innovation and resilience/ 
survivance of marginalized multispecies communities (both human and non). 
Tis reincorporation requires intellectual humility, curiosity, creativity, imagi-
nation and honesty rather than yet more expensive think-tanks, foundations 
and customer test groups. Can authorized knowledge bearers listen to and 
work sympoetically with the folks already working ethically within such 
multispecies communities, rather than parachute in from the outside and 
propose de-situated solutions? 

Although they don’t exist in fantastical Edenic communities outside the 
Colonial-Cybercene, many situated ecocultural communities can still provide 
place-specifc pragmatic pathways towards restored multispecies care and 
kinship. When 16-year-old Chailert heard the elephant’s terrifed screams in 
Tailand, it was a transformative rather than a transient moment. She 
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harnessed that single glitching instant to generate an alternative multispecies 
family in her life and her ecocultural community. Tis chapter contains other 
examples of how deeply powerful glitches are harnessed by incredible humani-
mals and their critter-kin. Sometimes, some lives are able to utilize the moment 
of a multispecies paradigm shift to create thick-accounts of ethical kinship 
rather than thin colonial narratives of transactional relationalities optimized 
for proft. Tey then go one step further and invest in these new and alterna-
tive relationalities within situated ecocultural systems of multispecies care and 
kinship. 

Multispecies Tick-Map Prototype #1: Te Pontine 
Marshes in Italy 

As I bite into a piece of melon (Cucumis melo), images of a severed brown-
skinned right arm accompany the honey-sweet taste of melon in my mouth. 

Te arm belongs to a specifc individual—Satnam Singh. 
In my mind, I cannot avoid picturing the pale musk-orange of the melon 

mixed with the deep red of blood and the white of shattered bone. Flesh of 
two species, all ensconced within the transparent elasticity of unbreathable, 
sterile plastic wrap. 

Mr Singh, a thirty-one-year-old man originally from the state of Punjab 
in India, was hired at a farm in the Agro Pontino (Pontine Marshes) area of 
Lazio, the south-central Italian region of which Rome is the capital city. He 
was just one of thousands of undocumented and documented migrant workers 
who provide Italian and European consumers with groceries at an afordable 
price. Te illegal yet widespread practice of sourcing, recruiting and managing 
these workers in the Italian agricultural sector is called caporalato or “gang-
mastering.” Essentially a modern form of slavery that parts of the agricultural 
economy rely on, caporalato is facilitated by problematic immigration and 
labor laws as well as the economic need and greed that keep labor costs 
inhumanely low and proft margins unnecessarily high. Te CGIL (Italy’s 
largest trade union) estimates that up to 230,000 people, or a quarter of 
agricultural workers, do not have a formal employment contract.3 Tis is one 
of the sad and often unspoken aspects of the Made in Italy brand. 

On June 19, 2024, Satnam Singh died at the San Camillo hospital in 
Rome after spending two days in agony. His right arm had been crushed by 
the plastic wrapping machine that he was operating to wrap the melons—those 
quintessentially Italian summer fruits that are made to appear on supermarket 
shelves in pristine form, as if they had no connection to the ecocultural context 
in which they grew, but seem to have been born by magic, right there on the 
store shelves, through some kind of industrial immaculate conception. Te 
standardized look of the shrink-wrapped melon deliberately makes invisible 
to the consumer the complex industrialized agricultural processes and the 
many species, substances and persons that coaxed the melon plant to create 
“perfect” fruit. Mr Singh could have been saved if he had received immediate 
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medical attention. However, the farm owners allegedly dumped him like 
agricultural waste in front of his home (along with his severed arm placed 
in a fruit container) and drove of, possibly in order to avoid facing any legal 
repercussions for participating in the caporalato system. Some reputable news 
sources mention that Mr Singh was packing strawberries (Fragaria anannasa) 
rather than melons, giving me one more fruit species to link with a specifc 
example of immense sufering.4 Others vaguely mention generic vegetables 
(ortaggi in Italian), now implicating potentially any or all fruit and vegetables. 
From within a multispecies paradigm, a story that began with one person’s 
avoidable death and one fruit species’ carefully controlled life suddenly 
unleashed a web of stories that touch entire multispecies ecocultural systems 
of interconnected afects, values and interests. It started a research journey 
for me that ended with the creation of the frst prototype of a “multispecies 
thick-map.” 

Previous chapters demonstrated how colonial knowledge provided strategic 
thin-accounts of lives, bodies and ecosystems, both historically and in contem-
porary times via cybercitations. Tese “thin-maps” are the fertile ground in 
which colonial fantasies thrive and eventually become hardened attitudes and 
practices. If colonialisms can be understood via the defnition I  previously 
mentioned in Chapter 1: as past and present afective, epistemic, discursive, 
psychic and material practices of distancing, domination and control practiced 
by individual or group command economies upon culturally and ecologically 
Othered multispecies bodies, lives and ecosystems in order to extract and 
exploit these as material or labor resources for proft, then it can be understood 
how thin-maps can be key to perpetuating and normalizing extraction and 
exploitation. Implicit in their discursive strategy of the stereotype-fetish is 
that they are structured like the lure of a spectacle: their efciency lies in 
being fashy, fragmented and de-situated. Tey propose surplus while creating 
othered forms of bodies, lives and ecocultural systems, all with the purpose 
of capture-and-control for consumption. Cybercene epistemic, discursive and 
afective desire machines (the cyberscreen), via their quadruple role, provide 
opportunities for a grand revival of paranoid colonial knowledges: command 
centers that promise unparalleled de-situated control, consumption, conveni-
ence and connectivity. 

Satnam Singh’s death was a tragic event that deeply re-situated my atten-
tion to a specifc vibrant, vulnerable and mortal life. It also brought my 
attentiveness back to a specifc place and space. Te emotional impact of his 
story made me wonder if I could work within my new lab space to develop 
a method of mapping that would somehow ethically glitch the thin-accounts 
and practices that led to the wasting of his life? I  began to test whether 
exploring the past and present multispecies resonances of the Agro Pontino 
region could provide a deeper context to place value on Mr Singh’s hopeful 
life and wasteful death. Could a humanistic and qualitative analysis of how 
cultural and colonial identity politics impinge upon the destinies of individuals, 
regions, economies and entire ecocultural systems add to my understanding 
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of how cultural, natural and economic confgurations are mutually interde-
pendent and co-becoming (i.e., becoming together, coming into and being in 
existence via ongoing multiple human and nonhuman relationships)? 

Following Indigenous research traditions as well as my own postcolonial 
cultural upbringing, I was seeking to fnd a way to blend situated and ethical 
storytelling as well as epistemic humility into a research method. Multispecies 
thick-mapping is the result of these initial investigations. It creates a diferent 
kind of ethical glitch: a map that unlearns colonial mapping attitudes to 
reformat them from within. Multispecies thick-maps embody a new qualita-
tive humanistic methodology of analyzing and narrating “natureculture” via 
a multispecies (human and non) rather than exclusively anthropocentric 
paradigm. I place this methodology as a useful complement to more data-
driven analyses of ecocultural systems, in both historical examples of 
place- and space- specifc imaginations and actions and the contemporary 
spaces of our digitally connected societies. Previous chapters demonstrated 
how important the intersections of physical and psychic mapping are for 
this project. We have seen how both “empty” and overly fantastical maps of 
new spaces and places during the Age of Discovery fed the colonial desire 
machine of control, surplus and proft. Actual maps were and continue to 
be an important genre of mass media, providing an excellent tool for the 
naturalcultural epistemic, afective, and eventually actual capture-and-control 
of territory, and therefore lives, bodies and ecosystems. Google Earth and 
Google Maps were revolutionary updates in the Colonial-Cybercene to this 
age-old genre, difusing and democratizing the possibility of providing a 
semblance of power through knowledge via the representation of vast spaces 
and ecocultural systems within the scrolling convenience of the cyberscreen. 
Haraway’s notion of map-fetishism describes the fetish as a trope, in that 
it is a kind of “substitute” for the real, a “mistake” that “make[s] things seem 
clear and under control.”5 Just like the smartphone cyberscreen as an ideal 
fetish-substitute or trope that stands for entire multispecies ecocultural 
systems, maps feature all the spectacular characteristics of Comolli’s “lure”— 
where the spectator/consumer can “own” the actual land by the psychic 
displacement of actually owning the map of that land. Te ecocultural 
understanding of land, private property and multispecies resources being for 
colonial proft and consumption is therefore fundamentally centered on 
metaphorical and literal mapping practices. Just like the Scala dei Turchi 
thick-map described in the Introduction, the Agro Pontino multispecies 
thick-map glitches these linear spatial and categorizing drives in order to 
insist on layered multiplicity and intra-action. 

Multispecies thick-mapping describes a research ethos of ethical relation-
ality and a visualization method of sympoesis (making-with others) that 
superimposes many layers  of any given location of ecocultural importance. 
Tick-maps can take two forms: analog and digital. Both are complementary 
ways of representing the thick-narration and naturalcultural discourse analysis 
of a living multispecies ecocultural system. Te analog version is static, yet 
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its physical format allows for embodied intra-action with the spectator/ 
consumer. Te digital multispecies thick-map (which in the urban humanities 
is called a storymap) provides a few additional advantages: it can be multi-
medial, and hence multisensorial (containing more images, videos, sounds, 
etc.), allowing for better representation of nonhuman presence and agency. 
A digital thick-map can also grow with time as well as include diferent 
researchers rotating in and out of the project as their availability and interests 
permit. Digital multispecies thick-maps deliberately utilize all the spectacular 
components of the cyberscreen-lure to glitch colonial thin-narration of ecocul-
tural systems. 

Figs. 6.1 a, b and c show sections of the completed analog Multispecies 
Tick-Map Prototype #1: Te Pontine Marshes in Italy. Te map draws from 
my method of naturalcultural discourse analysis, as illustrated in the 
Introduction,and from thick-mapping techniques pioneered by digital human-
ities scholars such as Todd Presner, David Shepard and Yoh Kawano in the 
context of fostering research in the urban humanities: 

[Tick-mapping is] about exploring, participating, and listening, some-
thing that transforms our conception of mapping into a practice of ethics.6 

Multispecies thick-mapping is a new interdisciplinary and non-
anthropocentric method of spatialization and visualization that takes into 
account both the diachronic nature of a specifc place (across multiple time 
periods, from mythic times to geological epochs to contemporary, decade-
long timescales) and its synchronic characteristics, i.e., all these features 
existing together in the present, at the same time, via a series of overlapping 
physical and imaginative systems, both human and “more-than-human.” My 
search for a multispecies thick-mapping method built upon and extended 
the concept of ethical thick-mapping in mostly anthropocentric terms to 
become attentive to the (often invisible or disregarded) intra-action, 
co-becoming, concerns and value of interconnected multispecies lives, bodies 
and ecosystems. 

Multispecies thick-maps can take an incredible variety of forms, depending 
on the narrative choices the producer wants to make. However, they do have 
in common some basic characteristics that seek to incorporate a multispecies 
paradigm of viewing ecocultural systems: 

1. Vastness—they seek to represent multiscalar, synchronic and diachronic 
thick time and transcultural perspectives in one multi-layered space, 
whether analog or digital. 

2. Viscosity—these maps deliberately slow down the viewing process to locate 
moments of naturalcultural intra-action. Tis approach glitches both 
inattentiveness and quick capture-and-control of meanings. Tey seek to 
promote inquisitiveness about the stickiness of one layer or section of 
the map relative to another—nothing exists in “frictionless” isolation. 
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3. Variation—the moment the spectator/consumer seeks to capture one 
pathway of meaning, they start seeing other variations, deviations, combi-
nations, connections, permutations and perspectives. 

4. Vibrancy—there is a focus on narrating the immense energy of multispe-
cies biopower and soulpower via the material and cultural intra-actions 
of diferent multispecies agents. 

5. Vulnerability—these maps highlight the fragility and interdependence of 
multispecies, multi-being ecocultural systems. Connections of all kinds 
(direct and indirect) abound, making one lively agent dependent on other 
such lively agents. 

A multispecies thick-map is a primary visualization product to “provide 
‘thick’ accounts of the distinctive experiential worlds, modes of being, and 
biocultural attachments of other species. Immersive ways of knowing and 
being with others involve careful attention to what matters to them— 
attention to how they craft shared lives and worlds.”7 Rather than de-situated 
colonial spectacles that are chiefy concerned with engaging in the colonial 
ethic of capture-and-control of multispecies lives as resources for proft, 
multispecies thick-maps seek to ofer an alternative mediatic vision that 
allows viewers to “learn to be afected” diferently, and hopefully learn to 
care diferently. When users of the Scala dei Turchi thick-map haptically 
scroll through the various spatialized multispecies stories on their beloved 
smartphone screens, they are encouraged to enter and engage in a fuid 
realm of naturalcultural multispecies co-becoming, rather than rigid, linear 
and obsessive capture-and-control. 

A multispecies thick-map superimposes interconnections between bodies, 
lives and ecocultural systems in ways that form oddkin—multispecies connec-
tions and collaborations that are deeply situated in their place- and 
space-specifcities but are usually ignored, denied, repressed, or simply not 
paid attention to due to anthropocentric biases. It also achieves this by not 
asserting total control over its many facets, instead allowing viewers to 
approach its “layers” in a multiplicity of ways. Viewers may frequently notice 
resonances between layers that they did not expect nor consciously trace. In 
a somewhat cheeky mirroring of the term given to A.I. malfunctioning, 
I call these unexpected yet situated resonances “hallucinations.” By providing 
agency to the spectator/consumer of these thick-maps, I seek to provide an 
“ethical glitch” from within the system of the colonial spectacle. What is 
typically intended as a single-layered colonial fairytale of “us-versus-them” 
becomes instead a complex, sometimes disorienting but diferently fascinating 
intra-active experience of a specifc ecocultural system. Te agency provided 
to the spectator/consumer is a creativity that is grounded within situated 
knowledge contained in the map layers. Tis is what provides a balanced 
ethic of “situated creativity.” Reciprocal capture does occur, but it becomes 
a blend of capture and running away, as the map becomes something diferent 
to each spectator, who may be moved in diverse ways by the many and 
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varied combinations of approaches they can take to navigate the map. A 
well-executed multispecies thick-map asks questions and stokes imagination 
and curiosity as much as it provides answers. It is a “living” rather than a 
dead entity because it keeps on changing with time (especially in its digital 
version). Instead of aiming to be an exhaustive hierarchical classifcatory 
catalog of life, it superimposes natural and cultural agents in unusual and 
odd ways, allowing the spectator/consumer to move within the map’s layers 
in multiple directions, and to be curious to discover more later on their own. 
Sometimes, via hallucinations between layers, the map “runs away” from 
fully captured meaning. 

Te analog Agro Pontino Multispecies Tick-Map seeks to narrate natural-
cultural co-becomings within a complex ecocultural system. A digital version 
is currently in the process of being constructed in the Multispecies Futures 
Lab. Via a “thick-time” multispecies exploration of the region, viewers of 
the map are able to perceive how multispecies systems that seem fxed and 
“eternal” today are actually results of ever-changing intra-actions between 
cultural attitudes towards the land and natural ecological processes and 
lives. Anthropogenic interventions are documented since before Ancient 
Roman times. Tis place has not been an Edenic paradise since at least 
then, even though developers in the Fascist period portrayed it as an “empty” 
land that needed to be reclaimed from nature for national use. Indeed, 
reclamation gained momentum after Italian Unifcation and under the 
Fascist regime in the 1920s and 1930s. Animals, plants, landforms and 
native humans all sought to adapt, survive and thrive despite these drastic 
changes. Te Agro Pontino Tick-Map visualizes this long naturalcultural 
history of marshlands and cities, fsh and birds, semi-nomadic and migrant 
communities. It essentially narrates a naturalcultural story of competing 
ideas of solidity versus fuidity, not only understood as intra-active matter 
(wetlands versus reclaimed land) but also as “ordering tropes in hegemonic 
conceptions of the world.”8 

Nature versus Modernity: Fascist Conservation as Multispecies 
Capture-and-Control 

Moving from left to right in a roughly chronological movement, the frst 
section of the map (Fig. 6.1a) looks at the more integrated multispecies 
space that existed before extensive reclamation in the 1920s (pre-bonifca). 
Te base map shows the major Ancient Roman throughway of the Via 
Appia (Appian Way) as well as a map from the eighteenth century gently 
merging into a contemporary map. Te engineering marvel of the Appian 
Way shows how the region has long been a focus of obsessions of central-
ized command economies with making this natural wetland “productive” 
in anthropocentric terms. Despite having this major throughfare, the lands 
on either side were still a magical, liminal, naturalcultural space where the 
dualities of human/nonhuman, land/water dissolved and merged. Paolo 
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Grupposo accurately grasps this innate liminality by defning the Agro 
Pontino as an ecotone:9 

Refecting on the etymology of ecotone from the Greek oikos (house) 
and tonos (tension), I suggest that fuidity and solidity are not mutu-
ally exclusive properties of matter but rather relational patterns that 
tend towards more fuid or more solid formations. Tis is to say that 
they are not between but in-between.10 

Indeed, the human-nonhuman co-becomings of the pre-bonifca Agro Pontino 
allow us to understand it as an incredibly hybrid multispecies ecocultural 
system rather than a previously Edenic space devoid of human activity. In a 
1933 study curiously entitled “Te Primitivity of Human Habitations,” Mario 
De Mandato provided some insights into the unique semi-nomadic dwelling 
patterns of the native communities of the Agro Pontino before the major 
Fascist reclamations: 

Life in the Marshes is not permanent but ofers a prime example of 
semi-nomadism, as the population carries out a mass migratory move-
ment included in this cycle: nine or ten months in the marsh and 
two or three months in the mountain. Te region is invaded every 
year at the beginning of autumn by families who leave in October 
from their villages in the Ernici hills, in the Sacco Valley, and in the 
Latina Valley […] and after a journey of a few days, made with their 
primitive vehicles, with herds and domestic animals, they penetrate 
and settle in the thick of the Pontine woods. […] It is remarkable 
that in the kind of habitation which must be considered a temporary 
domicile, namely the hut in the marshes, life occurs at a peak of 
efciency and wellbeing for more than nine months of every year; 
whereas the permanence is as short as possible in the so-called perma-
nent domicile, that is the house made of stones in the mountain.11 

Tis “ecotonic” understanding (and human use) of the Agro Pontino before 
reclamation more or less embodied a multispecies paradigm. Figuring promi-
nently in this ecotonic section of the thick-map is the story of the Italian 
Crested Newt (its scientifc name is Triturus carnifex). Te Italian Crested 
Newt is an amphibian, and therefore by the very nature of this family of 
animals inhabits and thrives in a realm “in-between” the aquatic and terrestrial. 
As larvae, they breathe using a combination of gills and skin, and then as 
adults they develop lungs and breathe via a combination of pulmonary and 
subcuteaneous (skin) respiration. Good water quality is therefore key to their 
survival. It is no surprise that “amphibians such as the Italian crested newt 
were abundant before large modifcations to the area during the bonifca 
integrale.”12 Due to decreases in wild populations, caused mainly by habitat 
destruction, all of the Crested Newt species are protected by the European 
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Habitats and Species Directive of 1992. Tis requires European states to 
protect the species in the wild, and to regulate trade of wild-caught animals.13 

Te ecotonic multispecies paradigm would come under attack by Great 
Acceleration post-Unifcation development after the 1880s and especially 
under Fascism from the 1920s. Tese changes are represented in the central 
section of the multispecies thick-map.Te land and its multispecies community 
would be transformed at an industrial pace and with a deeply colonial rather 
than multispecies mindset.14 Te changes were especially impactful south of 
the Appian Way, in the wildest and stickiest parts of the region, leading to 
the “capture-and-control” of many lives, bodies and ecocultural systems (human 
and non) via a highly centralized command economy. Grupposo says: 

the Bonifca Integrale was vigorously propagandised by the fascist 
regime as a war against the disorderly fuidity of the Marshes, under-
stood as a prime example of nature in the raw, and regarded as 
antithetical to fascist ideas of human society. Tis war was fought 
with real weapons, such as mines, ready to be blasted every time 
Benito Mussolini visited Agro Pontino to check on the progress of 
the Bonifca Integrale.15 

Previously, Indigenous “lestra”-type naturalcultural homes were dispersed 
centers of a low-impact “agroforestry” type of land use and lifestyle. 

Jack Halberstam’s conceptualization of “the wild” as “a terrain of alternative 
formulations that resist the orderly impulses of modernity”16 resonates deeply 
with the way in which the Agro Pontino was “modernized,” and therefore 
domesticated. Indeed, almost all the ecotonic spaces described above would 
be extirpated, because fundamentally, the reclamation project worked within 
the Fascist regime’s dualistic epistemic framework of modernity: nature was 
understood and represented as the domain of the wild, the instinctive, the 
savage and the primitive while modern development was its opposite—rational, 
efcient, patriotic and hygienic. 

Armiero, Biasillo and von Herdenberg discuss how “intertwining imagina-
tions of coloniality, nature and oppression” lay deep within Fascist practices 
of nature management.17 Tis nature/human civilization duality was mirrored 
by the Duce’s own autobiographical narrative, which played on an imagined 
human/animal duality. He often said that he “smelled like a lion.”18 His 
autopoetic magical-mapping of his own persona included mythical qualities 
imbibed with animal instincts: “I must listen to my blood … I  am like the 
animals. I  feel when things are going to happen—some instinct warns me 
and I am obliged to follow it.”19 Te Parco Nazionale del Circeo, founded by 
Mussolini in 1934 on the advice of Senator Rafaele Bastianelli, conserved a 
small remnant of the Agro Pontino’s rich ecosystems after the rest was fully 
transfgured.20 Armiero et  al. show how this kind of conservation through 
protection was inspired by deeply gendered Fascist fantasies of domination 
connected to the nature/modernity duality. Citing Margherita Sarfatti’s 1925 
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biography of Mussolini, the authors describe how “Mussolini is said to have 
had an innate sympathy for animals—and attitude that is then extended to 
a more general predisposition to protect ‘all that needs protection, plants, 
animals, children, women—above all women.’”21 When viewed within the 
context of Mussolini’s cojoined biocultural attitudes towards gender roles and 
nature, we can see how conservation “protection” within the confnes of this 
new national park was more than just a benign benefcial act: it was organi-
cally part of an overall attitude and constitutive naturalcultural discourse of 
masculine totalitarian control and multispecies management that shaped the 
entire reclamation project. Te small section of land protected even today in 
the Agro Pontino in the form of a national park can therefore be understood 
as a complex ecocultural site, replete with deeply paternalistic discourses of 
colonial capture-and-control. Te nature/modernity duality was harnessed 
towards regulating and showcasing the “wild and untamed” aspects of a 
mythical and Edenic nature on one side and impeccably ordered urban centers 
and staged citizenry on the other. Te new cities, the national park and the 
agricultural command economies should therefore be viewed as an integrated 
spectacle of contrasts, one benefcial and controlled (organized modern cities, 
intensive industrial monocropping) and the other abject and wild (forested 
lands, dispersed ecotonic multispecies ecocultures). Te entire Fascist project 
for the Agro Pontino can be read and interpreted as a multi-mediatic natu-
ralcultural product, akin to the colonial multispecies zoo, but set on a far 
vaster scale. 

Te second section occupying the central part of the thick-map describes 
several of these land-management transformations for centralized extraction 
and exploitation, all undergirded by carefully managed naturalcultural 
discourses. Previously a sparsely populated alluvial plain at or below sea level 
flled with estuaries, swamps, mixed forests and barrier dunes, the Agro Pontino 
harbored incredible species diversity and complex land-sea intra-actions.While 
attempts had been made since antiquity to gain “productive” space (from an 
anthropocentric point of view, of course), the bonifca integrale decisively 
impacted the area with the draining of the marshes at an industrial scale 
never seen before. Tis vast area, especially south of the ancient Via Appia, 
was reimagined and repurposed into a curated, fat, “modern” and highly 
controlled ecocultural system comprising intensive crop production farms and 
modern Fascist cities (including a completely new capital city, Littoria—now 
Latina), where lived and worked mono-accultured Fascist citizens, many of 
whom were resettled here from their homelands in the northern regions of 
Veneto and Friuli. Te historical loss of the Agro Pontino wetlands and 
lowland forests, called the Selva di Cisterna and the Selva di Terracina, deprived 
not only the entire ecosystem of a crucial species-rich habitat, but also stole 
from the Mediterranean an important breeding and nursery area for its rich 
marine life. Te bonifca process echoes in the familiar phrase “drain the 
swamp”—used in English as a potent political metaphor to represent a right-
eous fght against entrenched corruption, attributing purely positive and 
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essential “cleansing and purifying” meaning to a practice that is actually a 
disastrous extermination of valuable wetland ecosystems. Indeed, the Agro 
Pontino is kept “productive” even today only through the constant use of 
energy to drain incursions of rainwater and seawater. 

Central to the Fascist “integral reclamation” of the Agro Pontino were two 
propaganda themes: the “Battle for Grain” and the “Battle against Malaria.” 
Both these themes therefore form the central epistemic and discursive back-
bone of the map to convey to viewers the profoundly multispecies nature of 
the regime’s political and cultural agenda. Te thick-map shows how 
Mussolini’s vision of a bonifca integrale meant connecting nationalistic cultural 
propaganda of modern and scientifc renewal with a “productivity-frst” 
approach to nature.Te “Battle for Grain” was a national campaign that forced 
farmers to intensively produce a monocrop—wheat—rather than the diverse 
ecosystem-specifc foods they typically grew. Figure 6.2 shows a propaganda 
poster exhibited at the Museo della Terra Pontina. Te sign orders farmers to 
buy and use chemical fertilizers to ensure high productivity. It glibly mentions 
how the cost of these expensive fertilizers would be absorbed via higher yields, 
indicating indirectly that the farmers bear the fnancial risk while the regime 
would pocket any eventual profts via grain purchase and distribution. 

Te “Battle Against Malaria” had the double function of reducing the 
incidence of malaria while also draining the natural waterways and trans-
forming the wetland forests and other biodiverse micro-ecosystems into a 
featureless, fat,“productive” land.Another propaganda poster (Fig. 6.3) beauti-
fully stitches together all the themes discussed in this thick-map: of how 
discourses of biopower, cultural rejuvenation, conquest of nature and disease 
and agricultural productivity dovetailed in this project to capture-and-control 
the land and its people. Te caption of this poster reads: “Malaria is like an 
octopus that sucks the blood of the best of our peoples. 2 million malaria 
victims a year! 10 million working days lost! Millions of hectares of land left 
uncultivated! We will not win the Battle for Grain … if before that … We 
don’t win the Battle against Malaria!”22 

Land transformation would be the physical manifestation of epistemic, 
afective, psychic and political colonial control via these two “battles.” As 
illustrated in Figures 6.4 and 6.5, instead of very broadly scattered lestra 
compounds embedded thoughtfully within the forested ecosystems, impervious 
colonial farmhouses and compounds (poderi) were built. Tese were homes 
for the new farmers that would be settled here, but can also be understood 
as efcient command economy centers to fulfll the national patriotic goal of 
optimal crop production. Despite these objectives, damaging ecological tech-
niques such as the removal of all the topsoil to clear the forest wetlands 
mitigated any true agricultural productivity, and industrial-style mechanized 
farming with chemicals was needed to coax larger yields. Te colonial farm-
houses were not given to locals but mostly to migrants and World War I 
veteran families brought down to Latium (Lazio) from the northern Italian 
regions of Friuli and the Veneto. Te imagery of these migrant families and 
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their legacy is still honored by following the cultural model of imagining 
settler-colonial families in the American West: indeed, they are strategically 
called pionieri (pioneers). Te positive depiction of these historical migrant 
families as patriots and hard workers stands in contrast and contradiction to 

Figure 6.2 A “Battle for Grain” public service information poster with 
recommendations to farmers on using chemical fertilizers that are also “Made in Italy.” 

(Vetri Nathan: Museo della Terra Pontina, Latina)
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Figure 6.3 A “Battle against Malaria” public service information poster. 
(Vetri Nathan: Museo della Terra Pontina, Latina) 

the way in which migrants from the Global South are imagined (and treated) 
in Italy today. 

Tis section of the map subtly represents the multispecies ecocultural 
intra-actions of Mussolini’s integral reclamation via a string of tiny fsh. Te 
aptly named and vibrantly colored Mosquito Fish (Gambusia holbrooki) is 
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Figure 6.4 Te porosity of the lestra huts (Vetri Nathan: Museo della Terra Pontina, 
Latina) 



186 Our Multispecies Futures

  
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
  

Figure 6.5 Te clean lines of the frst model colonial farmhouse in the Agro Pontino. 
(Vetri Nathan: Museo della Terra Pontina, Latina) 

actually a native of North and Central America. It was intentionally introduced 
in the region in the 1920s  to control mosquito populations in the Battle 
against Malaria.23 It turned out that Gambusia holbrooki is invasive on every 
continent where it has been introduced, which only leaves Antarctica 
untouched. Te species has had a signifcant impact on native fshes, inver-
tebrates and frogs. Te diminutive but fashy Mosquito Fish represented the 
coming together of nature and culture in such an exemplary way that my 
thick-mapping research assistant, Doğ a Tekin, and I decided to be inspired 
by its blend of colors to form the basic color template of the fnished map. 

Te third and fnal section to the right of the map (Fig. 6.1c) brings the 
many layers of thick-time and strands of multispecies considerations of the 
previous two sections into resonance with questions of “food, labor and iden-
tity” in the region today. Tere is a memorial to Mr Satnam Singh. Next to 
this memorial space is the contextual chronicling of Indian-Italian frst- and 
second-generation innovators as well as the spatial marginalization of many 
Indian laborer communities into ghettoized enclaves. It narrates the space of 
“Little India”—a small but vibrant community in the Agro Pontino today— 
and describes how, as some locations are transformed by agricultural 
communities of Indian origin, there is a tension between the imagination of 
these coastal areas as settings for vacation homes and as places dense with 
“migrant” residences. Tese contradictions are well represented by the Bella 
Farnia al Mare housing complex (Fig. 6.6), built in the 1970s for vacationing 
families and now a hybrid naturalcultural zone that concentrates and isolates 
Punjabi migrants away from other mixed or local residential communities 
that are better connected to other communal spaces. Pushback against this 
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Figure 6.6 Dual-language signpost welcomes visitors to the Bella Farnia al Mare 
housing complex. 

isolation comes in the form of new places of belonging that ethically glitch 
colonial forms of control of these bodies: such places are represented on the 
map and include the local gurudwara (the Sikh place of worship; the name 
means “Home of the Guru”). Another blurb describes the future of the region 
with hope, narrating the ethically glitching origin story of a fusion Italian-
Indian restaurant, opened by Chef Lovepreet Singh, called “Terraferma” (Terra 
Firma). One Mr Singh’s story of being captured-and-controlled for proft is 
paired with another Mr Singh’s story of creativity, resilience, care and kinship. 
Tis blurb represents a glitch in dominant narratives of migrant oppression, 
of how young frst- and second-generation Indian-Italians are showing their 
love for their homeland by bringing in innovative ideas and entrepreneurial 
energy. Teir deep integration within the naturalcultural realities of today’s 
Agro Pontino glitch deeply held biocultural stereotypes and multispecies 
obsessions with capture-and-control. 

Tis third section narrates how  the Agro Pontino today is one of Italy’s 
richest food-producing regions, especially for fruit, vegetable and dairy prod-
ucts. It is one of the world’s major producers of kiwi fruit (Actinidia chinensis). 
As the plant’s scientifc name suggests, the kiwi is actually a fruit native to 
China and cultivated extensively in Australia and New Zealand, in addition 
now to Italy. Connected to such globalized economic and ecocultural systems, 
agriculture today in the Agro Pontino is dominated by migrant labor, especially 
from India. Since I was seeking to narrate a profound ecocultural exchange 
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of agricultural knowledge and labor, I wondered why I should limit the map 
to the Agro Pontino, or indeed, to Italy or Europe? In a digitally connected 
world of fows: of capital, labor, and human imagination; of desire and fantasies 
via digital networks (a key feature of the Cybercene era), was it not also 
important to consider the ecocultural efects of contemporary emigration to 
the Global North on the laborers’ ancestral land—the Punjab? With this 
rationale in mind, I  created a map-within-a-map that allows the Punjab to 
be superimposed on the Agro Pontino. Tis section describes how the Punjab 
(the “Land of Five Rivers”) is an agriculturally rich ecoregion now divided 
between India and Pakistan. It is crucial to India’s food security. Despite 
covering only 1.53% of the country’s land area, it produced 31% of the wheat 
and 21% of the rice of India’s central food reserves in 2022-2023.24 Te map 
also alludes to the 1947 naturalcultural partition of the Punjab, with Muslim 
majority areas going to Pakistan and non-Muslim (mostly Sikh and Hindu) 
areas going to India, surgically cleaving a deeply integrated ecocultural region 
into two isolated and mutually hostile political entities. It shows how in 2025, 
the Indian economy grew by 7.2% but job creation has lagged in Indian 
Punjab. Unemployment stands at 6.1% against a national average rate of 
3.2%.25 Te story of digital discourses of surplus and lack—this time deployed 
by subaltern migrants—is also represented in the Agro Pontino multispecies 
thick-map. Te Punjab is now a land deprived of many of its (primarily male) 
youth, who are choosing to be inspired by TikTok and YouTube videos of 
“dunki” migration to move away from their homelands towards the mirage 
of a better life in the “West.” Punjab’s loss via digitally supplied dreams 
becomes Italy’s (disavowed) gain. Abusaleh Sharif and Attaulla Khan explain 
the economic push and pull factors fueling dunki migration from relatively 
afuent migrants in India to the Global North (Europe and North America): 

Complex supply chain routes [between the Global North and South 
nations] are now supported by complex IT systems built on data-
driven, internet-enabled infrastructure, providing real-time insights 
and tracking of products from source to consumer. 

However, there are severe obstacles and even legal entry barriers 
to the free fow of appropriate labour and a productive workforce 
across nations.26 

Essentially, a strong need for cheap undocumented labor created via powerful 
global supply chains, a demographic lull or drop in births in prosperous 
countries of the Global North and barriers to the legal entry of unskilled 
migrant labor have created the perfect storm of conditions to fuel these dunki 
migrations. However, few economists or quantitative migration experts are 
able to explain exactly why relatively afuent young men from India are risking 
these undocumented pathways to entry. Tis is where humanistic rather than 
scientifc or social science analysis can truly shine, via naturalcultural discourse 
analysis. To engage in this kind of analysis is to institute an ecocultural and 
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multispecies paradigm shift within my own research in literary, cinematic and 
mediatic studies, and thus, the understanding of identity-based mobilities. 
Naturalcultural discourse analysis allowed me to locate important Cybercene 
mediatic components in dunki migrations.Viral narratives on digital platforms 
such as WhatsApp as well as free daily video phone calls between those who 
have successfully migrated and family and community members “back home” 
create powerful stories and new digital relationships,new forms of co-becoming 
across continents. Tese stories are represented in the thick-map via a poster 
of the 2023 Bollywood blockbuster flm Dunki. Te flm, starring superstar 
Shah Rukh Khan, re-cited and also elevated the pervasive fantasy of Punjabi 
youth migrating to the West to new levels of spectacular visibility and fame. 
Consistently strong transcultural and mobile digital communities are sustained 
via personalized yet hyperconverged smartphone screens, where flmic spec-
tacles intra-act and co-become with the choices and actions of actual people 
re-cited via WhatsApp, Instagram and YouTube. Tese mediatic fantasies 
form strong attractors for many families, especially from specifc Indian states 
(Punjab, Telangana, Kerala and Andhra Pradesh). Many persuade themselves 
to sell their land and other possessions and invest in these very expensive and 
dangerous options to try and achieve the “Western Dream.” 

Satnam Singh’s father, Gurmukh, said the family in Punjab had to borrow 
money from a loan shark, pledge their gold ornaments and even abandon a 
daughter’s wedding plans to pay a human trafcker nearly a million rupees 
($12,000) for the tortuous journey via the “Donkey Route”  to Italy.27 Even 
if Mr Singh’s specifc personal story and life choices did not follow the general 
Cybercene pattern of digitally fueled dunki migration, the powerful digitalized 
repetition of success stories from the West (true or imagined) certainly had 
indirect or cascading efects. It also becomes clear that the overall cultural 
transformation caused by the migration of Punjabi men such as Mr Singh is 
absolutely of simultaneous human and multispecies consequence. One only 
has to cultivate attentiveness to the efects of these migrations in both India 
and Italy to tease out the multispecies and social justice implications of these 
identity confgurations and geographic mobilities, such as the consequences 
of these transformations on the sustainable cultivation of diferent crop species, 
the quality of the soil and water and the efect of the availability (or lack) of 
food crops on individual microbiomes within the intestinal folds of the human 
communities afected, and the other community relationships, newly forged 
or left abandoned in diverse places and spaces. Multispecies lives are repre-
sented in this third section of the thick-map via two species: a Water Bufalo 
(Bubalus bubalis or murensis) being cared for by a Sikh farmer, and a 
Beccamoschino (Cisticola juncidis). Tis species of warbler “has taken advantage 
of the highly modifed land in the Agro Pontino. It is now found in all open 
grasslands, meadows, marshes, and agricultural areas. Its song varies across its 
wide global distribution, ranging from the evenly paced squeaky ‘tsik, tsik’ of 
African and European birds to the fast dry ticking of Southeast Asian birds.”28 

Tere is a mutualistic relationship between the agricultural transformation 
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and activity on the land, the diferent introduced large grazing mammals, and 
insects of all kinds that are attracted to this ecocultural system of dairy 
production. Tese insects then serve to form an important component of the 
diet of the Beccamoschino, demonstrating how a series of indirect cascading 
naturalcultural efects led this species to its current successful distribution. 

During the process of creating the frst paper fowchart and base map 
(Fig. 6.7), I realized that the new multispecies thick-map was gradually but 
surely coming “alive” with startling resonances that formed superimposed 
layers upon layers of narration of spaces, places and eras. Depending on how 
this now-completed map is experienced, a viewer may be uncannily reminded 
of the cloying sweetness of kiwi fruit while considering the monumental 
rationality of the straight and wide avenues and boulevards of Fascist-designed 
Latina and Sabaudia. Another viewer may fnd the digitally fueled fantasies 
of migrant success becoming strangely superimposed in their mind as they 
imagine feeling the prick of Anopheles labranchiae (the primary species of 
mosquito responsible for spreading malaria in the region) on their skin. 
I  focused on intra-action and co-becoming as cornerstone concepts while 
creating this frst prototype of a multispecies thick-map. Te hope with such 
an approach is that these kinds of multispecies thick-maps can be open yet 
situated in their multiple perspectives, angles of approach, hallucinations and 
resonances, rather than strictly static and imposing a singular meaning. When 
in digital rather than analog form, they can also grow tendrils, new shoots 
and diverse rhizomes, if and when needed. 

Te frst prototype of a multispecies thick-map demonstrated that draining 
the Agro Pontino “swamp”—or protecting it—was and is guided via millennia 
of changing ecocultural discourses and epistemic and afective frameworks. 
Te extraction of migrant labor has been a prime topos of postcolonial 
humanistic enquiry. However, as multispecies, multi-era and multi-scale 
stories (and stories within stories) of the Agro Pontino ecosystem emerge, 
it starts to become apparent that Satnam Singh’s life, labor and death should 
also be understood within a multispecies paradigm. His story should be 
viewed not in seclusion, but as yet another appalling illustration of colonial 
capture-and-control of multispecies life in its myriad forms, human and non, 
for proft. 

Multispecies Tick-Mapping Methods and Results: 

1. Te frst step is to engage in a preliminary naturalcultural discourse anal-
ysis of the place-specifc ecocultural system. Tis is accomplished via a 
multispecies, posthumanistic and transdisciplinary research methodology, 
connecting the natural and historical/cultural. 

2. Te next step is situated feld work at the location. Tis phase is key to 
gaining an afective sense of place and its naturalcultural interconnections, 
and to establishing sustainable in-person relationships with local experts, 
both human and non. 
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Figure 6.7 Te “base” Agro Pontino thick-map. (Vetri Nathan) 

3. Designing a thick-map fowchart that represents the primary network 
of relationships that need to be thick-narrated (Fig. 6.7). Tese include 
interconnected questions of both cultural import and ecological 
signifcance. 

4. Deciding the base layer of the map. In the case of the frst prototype 
described here, I decided to depict the transition from a pre-bonifca era 
to the post-bonifca years by blurring the lines between two maps, one 
taken from the eighteenth century and another derived via ArcGIS. 

5. Adding layers to this draft base layer; organizing material within the 
layers and within stories to ensure maximum resonance, and to allow 
direct and indirect cascading relations of meanings between stories to 
emerge. We did this by covering the base map with translucent pieces of 
paper to imagine the layers visually (Fig. 6.8). 

6. Final analog rendering digitally or physically: this was done via Photoshop. 
7. Printing the analog thick-map for display: accomplished via a large 

professional printer. 
8. Concurrent development of a digital thick-map: currently in progress. 

Tis thick-map will grow in future years as undergraduate and graduate 
students bring forward their interests in further researching and devel-
oping any given naturalcultural or multispecies aspect of the thick-map. 
It will also contain far more research available digitally, with links and 
citations for all material, including citations of material used in the analog 
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Figure 6.8 Adding layers to the “base” thick-map. We used translucent pieces of paper 
to imagine the layers visually. (Vetri Nathan) 

version. Tis archive will also contain images and sound recordings from 
all “more or less animate” beings in diferent micro-ecosystems of the 
region. 

In sum, multispecies thick-maps such as the Agro Pontino and Scala dei 
Turchi prototypes seek to strategically glitch thin colonial and purely anthro-
pocentric narrations of places and spaces. Teir contrasts with the colonial 
spectacle are evident: 

COLONIAL THIN-ACCOUNTS MULTISPECIES THICK-MAPS 

Autopoetic—entry into the location Sympoetic—multiple points of entry are 
is via a single perspective or cultural imagined and planned. 
agenda. 

Oriented towards imagining isolated Oriented towards imagining identities 
classifed lifeforms via narrowly as products of shifting and intra-active 
defned relationships based on multispecies relationships (oddkin). Many of 
resources. Derived from a hierarchical the relations visualized are not only direct and 
verticality of values, with humans linear, but often either a complex intra-action 
at the top. Often represent the between cultural frameworks and natural 
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COLONIAL THIN-ACCOUNTS MULTISPECIES THICK-MAPS 

perspectives of certain dominant 
cultural identity groups. Limited 
naturalcultural interaction that 
is visualized, with often highly 
asymmetrical power diferentials 
between the two entities that are 
interacting. 

Limited anthropocentric time scales and 
de-situated knowledge that are often 
infused with strategic discursive capture-
and-control-oriented narrations. 

Carefully and narrowly curated to 
depict a controlled message about the 
space/place. Data collection is often 
done without local input. 

Often uses de-situated quantitative 
and qualitative forms of knowledge 
citation as proof. 

Strategically promotes extractive and 
proft-oriented knowledges. 

processes (such as how the Circeo National 
Park is a product of a specifc historical concept 
of nature), or a result of indirect and cascading 
material consequences (for example, the success 
of the Beccamoschino being a result of ecocultural 
and labor activity by agricultural workers). 

Tick-time accounts and diferent time scales 
(from split seconds to millions of years). 

Data collection includes input from local 
expertise, both human and non. Both the 
analog and digital versions of the map allow for 
spectator/consumer hallucinations. Te digital 
version is especially well-designed for continued 
input from locals. For example, the digital thick-
map can contain visual and narrative spaces for 
locals to contribute and represent their own place 
to visitors. It can also contain sound recordings 
of nonhuman contributions to the map. 

Engages in the broadest possible mix of 
quantitative, qualitative and multi-perspectival 
situated views. Situatedness means verifable via 
embodied realities and relationships: attachment 
sites of lively agents. 

Strategically glitches extractive and proft-
oriented knowledges and brings back value 
to sustainable naturalcultural relationships 
of kinship and care. 

In Chapters 3 and 4, we explored how digital technology has changed our 
relationships with ourselves and our multispecies kin (human and non). Tis 
section has showed how multispecies thick-maps can glitch the normative 
colonial mediatic mechanisms of capture-and-control that occur through the 
fetish-mapping machine of desire. However, these new kinds of maps are just 
one method by which the narrow focus of thin epistemologies can be glitched 
via naturalcultural discourse analysis. Many non-academic methods also 
disrupt colonial thin-accounts, such as artistic and creative ways of (re) 
presenting multispecies co-becoming, and even simply being in relationships 
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of care and kinship. Naturalcultural discourse analysis can highlight these 
ways of being and of practicing multispecies co-becoming to celebrate and 
learn from them.Te next two case studies explore two very diferent successful 
implementations of multispecies ethical glitches. 

Transcorporeal Kinship: Digital Creative Nostalgia 
and Global Somali Cuisine 

All three subsections of the Agro Pontino multispecies thick-map demonstrate 
how discourses, afects and practices of food production can become important 
vectors for pragmatic multispecies choices. Indeed, via a multispecies paradigm, 
food can be understood and valued as nonhuman bodies and life that we 
consume to survive and thrive, making food both a very intimate and a 
planetary-scale material manifestation of naturalcultural paradigms. One of 
the most evident examples of changed relationships in the Cybercene is our 
relationship with food, both personally and collectively. Te next case study, 
of the Somali diaspora’s multi-mediatic relationship with food, explores how 
opportunities do exist for cyberscreens to function as tools to aid in situating 
and embodying knowledges of care and kinship.29 Tis kind of re-tooling of 
cyberscreen panopticons requires careful and strategic use of digital storytelling, 
always as a means towards fostering embodied sympoesis. Such use requires 
relational co-constitution of knowledges and afects within embodied multi-
species realities, thus allowing them to be liberated from their obsessively 
autopoetic capture-and-control tendencies. 

In her cookbook In Bibi’s Kitchen: Te Recipes and Stories of Grandmothers 
from the Eight African Countries that Touch the Indian Ocean, chef and author 
Hawa Hassan describes the distinctive blend of traditional foodways and 
Cybercene technology that led to its creation: 

In many ways, this is an old-fashioned cookbook that has nothing 
to do with trends or newness. It’s flled with recipes from grandmothers 
and their rich histories, which have been handed down through 
generations. It refects on times that have passed. Yet in so many ways 
this is an incredibly modern book that has relied on a web of tech-
nology and social connections to come together (including, but not 
limited to, multiple iPhones, many WhatsApp group chats, dozens 
of Dropbox folders and countless text messages).30 

In this section, I explore a complex example of multispecies and multi-kind 
sympoesis: that of the (re)creation, (re)inscription and dissemination of Somali 
nationhood vis-à-vis diverse culinary foodways utilized by its global diasporic 
communities.31 Tis story of diasporic belonging presents us with an important 
case study of an ethical glitch—the glitch being successful due to the 
emmeshing of virtual Cybercene communication with embodied multispecies 
sympoesis: the labor of imagining, procuring, cooking and eating (and 
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making-with) many diferent species of plants and animals, as well as the 
sympoesis of intra-human activity that dining, rather than feeding, encapsu-
lates. A moving account slowly emerged as I researched this story; one of the 
existence and persistence of a resilient global community through both tradi-
tional and new culinary—and therefore, multispecies—practices. To use Chef 
Hassan’s words, the culinary pathways of the global Somali diaspora present 
remarkable examples of “multigenerational connection, cross-cultural connec-
tion, wireless connection […] and ultimately, human connection” that are 
creating vital cultures and identities of belonging despite the complex geopo-
litical situation within their country of origin.32 

Trough an examination of multiple voices and media platforms, this case 
study explores the tension between the marvelously hybrid culinary profle of 
Somalia and its need to imagine a unifed identity, which will serve to etch 
the contours of a recognizable modern nation state for both its own diasporic 
citizenry and for new food spectator/consumers not of Somali origin situated 
in the various international sites of community and consumption. To create 
this strong and empowered national/global culinary identity, I  surmise that 
there must be a collective act of creative cultural imagination to bind together 
the dazzling hybridity of Somali cuisine, which consists of favor principles 
and techniques drawn from local, Arabic, Persian, Indian, and Italian tradi-
tions, and which is further hybridized by the infuence of the culinary profles 
of the various host countries of the Somali diaspora. 

Let’s discuss just one example of the global multispecies web of life that 
Somali cuisine deploys via the Xawaash spice mixture, one of the ingredient 
assemblages that forms a key pillar in the favor principle of the cuisine. Tis 
spice blend (pronounced Hawash), comes from the Arabic Hawa’ij, meaning 
“requirements” or “essential.”33 Te mixture contains nothing less than seven 
species of plants: 

• Cumin: Cuminum cyminum 
• Coriander: Coriandrum sativum 
• Cardamom (green): Elettaria cardamomum 
• Turmeric: Curcuma longa 
• Black Peppercorns: Piper nigrum 
• Cinnamon (Ceylon): Cinnamomum verum or Cinnamomum cassia 
• Cloves: Syzygium aromaticum 

Te proportions and variations of which ingredients are used and how can 
change from family to family, and also mirror regional preferences, sometimes 
featuring other plant species: 

• Fenugreek: Trigonella foenum-graecum 
• Ginger: Zingiber ofcinale 
• Nutmeg: Myristica fragrans 
• Sage: Salvia ofcinalis 
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A multispecies paradigm allows food studies scholars to explore food practices 
as essential multispecies naturalcultural practices, because cultural choices and 
preferences, honed via communal formations of tradition and innovation, result 
in direct and indirect cascading efects upon a whole range of agricultural 
ecosystems. Culinary choices also have profound multispecies implications, as 
illustrated by Stacy Alaimo’s notion of transcorporeality. Alaimo confgures 
bodies as essentially porous rather than self-sufcient entities. Her concept 
takes down perceived dualities of self/other, inside/outside, and us/the world.34 

What can be more indicative of the multispecies transcorporeality of our bodies 
than eating—a material and energetic process that allows us to imbibe the 
biopower of other species into our own bodies, to become part of our tissues? 

With a multispecies culinary paradigm as a frame, I  explore diasporic 
Somali cuisine as a distinctive result of multispecies identity formation and 
sympoesis. I call this sympoetic glitching process “creative nostalgia”—a some-
what contradictory process through which sympoetic food-related content 
and practices address a collective material and psychic yearning for a strong 
and stable Somali homeland (via citations of geographically, nationally, and 
regionally specifc histories, traditions, tastes, bodies and locations), and also 
fulflls the antithetical need for adaptability, in order to transform these fxed 
tastes, bodies and places into far more mobile and mutable signifers that can 
provide optimism, visibility and belonging within a globally dispersed diasporic 
community, and between these communities and their local “host” cultures 
and culinary contexts. Te ethical glitch is the unlearning of naturalcultural 
norms of culinary and cultural knowledge situated within a physical nation 
state and the relearning of diferent naturalcultural meanings, afects and 
practices in very diferent situated contexts within new host cultures. Te 
hybridity of Somali cuisine, compounded by this imaginative process of crea-
tive nostalgia, is mirrored by the hybridity of the cybermedia used to create 
and disseminate images and practices of this cuisine, and in the hybridity of 
the ecosystem of plant and animal species involved in its creation via ethical 
relationality. Te examples analyzed in this case study will also demonstrate 
how, by deploying creative nostalgia, content creators of the Somali diaspora 
fnd personalized pathways to steer away from the damaging othering efects 
of digital culinary production and dissemination, such as extreme commodi-
fcation, cultural appropriation, and disregard for the value of labor. Rather 
than promoting aestheticized and aspirational “food porn”—variously defned 
as “prose and recipes so removed from real life that they cannot be used 
except as vicarious experience”35 and “food that is increasingly out of reach 
to the average cook or consumer”36—or utilizing national or “native” food 
traditions within a populist political framework that directly or indirectly 
excludes othered cultural groups, these diasporic culinary representations pull 
us towards cuisine’s embodied, creative, sustainable, empowering, inclusive, 
nurturing and ecoculturally rich capabilities. 

Analyses of both traditional print and digital/social media give rise to 
precise methodological and ethical considerations, as there must be some kind 
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of selection due to the sheer amount of data. Akin to the methodology that 
grounds this entire book project, the primary sources used in this case study 
are deliberately contained yet difuse in authorship and diverse in media, to 
properly refect the contemporary hybrid multi-mediatic communication 
approach taken by global diasporic communities in the Cybercene. I analyze 
representations of Somali food/cyber practices by established chefs, and also 
blogs, social media posts and other digital entries by semi-professional home 
cooks, hobbyists, and everyday self-described food afcionados. My defnition 
of the representation of “food practices” is similarly broad-based, and includes 
published recipes, presentations in cooking demos and videos of tastings on 
diverse platforms such as Facebook and YouTube. I also include cookbooks, 
a format that has always been considered by food historians to be gold standard 
for canonization of cuisines. While I  include one print cookbook in my 
analysis (the aforementioned title by Chef Hassan), I would like to establish 
that the contemporary story of Somali diasporic cuisine, due to its global 
audience and reach and its difusion in the Cybercene, goes far beyond culinary 
canonization through print publication and opens up pathways to such 
processes of identity creation and replication by far more heterogenous, equi-
table, democratic and, one could say, decolonial means. 

Te Somali language was principally transmitted orally until literacy 
campaigns in the 1970s adopted Somali characters written with the Latin 
alphabet.37 Tis could be one possible factor contributing to the uniquely 
hybrid nature of Somali cuisine content creation, which privileges transmis-
sion more through audiovisual/cyber than canonical written/print media. 
Another is the more immediate practical factor of the resources needed to 
get a cookbook published. Tese reasons aside, even cookbooks are hybrid 
products in the Cybercene, as mentioned above in the quote by Chef Hassan, 
and it is important to consider how digital foodways have changed the very 
nature of the print cookbook. Te aim of this case study is not to create an 
exhaustive list of references to fully map the diversity of global Somali 
cuisine and culinary practices, thus creating a new canon, but rather to use 
a select yet diverse collection of voices to understand how strength of 
national identity can persist or thrive, even given the dual hybrid circum-
stances of Somalia’s richly hybrid cuisine, and hybridization driven by the 
experiences of the Somali diaspora. Such an approach will hopefully help 
subvert the “top-down” process of culinary and cultural canonization and 
empower the various protagonists of lived Somali culture who are creating 
a fuid, hybrid, continually mutating yet recognizable national identity 
through food. Some of the questions that I explore through my analysis of 
the culinary sources described above are: How do culinary authors manage 
colonial and postcolonial infuences to create a unifed national narrative 
about Somali cuisine? What are some of the key naturalcultural themes and 
culinary favor principles that govern Somali cuisine as imagined by its 
diaspora? How are diasporic stories and experiences and culinary favors 
connected via screens? How is multispecies sympoetic creative nostalgia 
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deployed to negotiate and manage Somalia’s hybrid culinary and cultural 
profle, rather than to divide and isolate? 

In the Introduction to his volume Food: Te Key Concepts, Warren Belasco 
considers an old axiom in food studies—dining is inherently diferent from 
feeding. While the latter signifes the physical act of providing sustenance to 
a biological entity, dining is a social and cultural act, defning what it is to 
be human. Drawing from Roland Barthes, Belasco goes on to defne cuisine 
as a “shared set of protocols, usages, communications, behaviors, etc.”38 

Benedict Anderson has famously defned the nation as an “imagined 
community”—meaning that culture forms the basis of a shared identity needed 
to strongly connect a vast number of strangers together.39 If dining is an 
implicitly cultural activity and cultural imagination is key to forging national 
identity, then it follows that Somalia’s cuisine must refect directly on the 
particularities of its identity creation as a nation state. Such considerations 
of cuisine and nation become even more intriguing and complex in a study 
where the cuisine of interest is being represented by its global diasporic 
community, rather than those located physically within the geographical 
bounds of a culinary terroir. Te Cybercene mediatic landscape, with its 
hyperconverged realities, becomes a key player due to this difuse diasporic 
spectatorship seeking to create spaces of belonging. 

To examine how these complex and sometimes contradictory forces of 
belonging are negotiated and managed, I  will begin with an analysis of a 
re-cited televised cooking demonstration by noted Chef Jamal Hashi. As with 
many digital citations in the Cybercene, re-citation on a diferent digital 
platform gives content a far longer and broader reach and afterlife than 
traditional television. Tis is certainly the case with this demo, broadcast on 
the local culture section “Twin Cities Live” of ABC’s 5 Eyewitness News, 
then reposted to Chef Hashi’s Facebook page for his followers. One of the 
presenters, Ben Leber, frames the demo by publicizing “Somali Week” in 
Minneapolis and inscribing it within other national American celebrations: 
“Tis weekend the Twin Cities is going to be full of celebrations—not only 
is it the Fourth of July, but Somali Week is starting tomorrow!”40 By placing 
the cooking demonstration of a typical favorite Somali snack, sambusas, within 
recognizable summer traditions of street fairs and cookouts featured in 
Independence Day celebrations in the United States, the show’s writers create 
an unusually inclusive rather than exoticizing cultural framework. Chef Hashi 
begins his demo by further publicizing the upcoming Somali Week festivities 
to be held in the city center, mentioning “forty to ffty thousand visitors 
coming to town, big Somali artists are coming from Somalia to perform at 
the Target Center […] so people are coming from global (sic) to party here. 
[…] People are travelling from across all the states, from Canada, to be 
here.”41 As Chef Hashi announces numbers, local street names and logistics 
about the event, the hosts provide constant interjections of wonder and 
appreciation of the scale of the event. Te framing of the actual cooking demo 
with such impressive information about local community-building, the 
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presentation of the event as an opportunity to provide outsized global atten-
tion to a relatively regional city and state and the casually mentioned yet 
detailed descriptions of city landmarks and street names are all key to estab-
lishing a strong presence of belonging by the chef, both for himself and for 
the general diasporic community he represents. 

Tis creative interplay of two extremes to negotiate belonging—the hyper-
local and the hyper-global—continues in the lead up to the actual cooking 
demo and is also inscribed visually in the bodies on screen. Both presenters 
of the show can be physically categorized by audiences as “quintessentially 
white” Midwesterners, in visual contrast to the chef ’s blackness. When Chef 
Hashi asks the presenters whether they have ever tried sambusas, they both 
reply in the negative, potentially creating a sense of anticipation in the 
spectator/consumer that they are about to experience a spectacle of captured-
and-controlled exotic otherness through the dish (and its corresponding body). 
However, Chef Hashi masterfully ethically glitches any othering of the dish, 
and I  would argue, of himself as a racialized body. He de-exoticizes and 
reinscribes sambusas within the local culture by saying “this is quickly 
becoming a local favorite. You can fnd this everywhere in Minneapolis right 
now.”42 Besides utilizing mimicry to break apart the stereotype of exotic 
African-ness, Chef Hashi utilizes four other key methods to make sambusas 
familiar, comforting, healthy and delicious rather than exotic and “niche”: he 
involves the two hosts in the cooking, he adapts the recipe by using Mexican 
tortillas and Chinese eggroll wraps for the shells of the sambusas, rather than 
making these from scratch using four, he uses a vegan lentil flling in addi-
tion to a beef version to “include our vegetarian friends” and fnally, he uses 
an air-fryer, rather than deep-frying in oil as tradition would dictate, to 
promote ease of cooking in the contemporary middle-class American kitchen 
context and wide interest in this technique. 

Te result of this epistemic and pragmatic glitching of a dish relatively 
new to most viewers is summed up by the presenter Mr Leber, who exclaims 
that the open sambusa shell that needs flling “looks just like a snow cone!”43 

Chef Hassan’s cultural insertion of Somali cuisine within the center of 
American, Minnesotan, and Minneapolitan/Saint Paulite spaces and bodies 
is one approach to creating both inclusivity and visibility. Rather than forming 
a “third space” through cuisine that is culturally hybrid—an in-between that 
is neither “us” nor “them,” neither Somali nor American, but both and neither,44 

he describes and re-inscribes sambusas within local summer holiday traditions. 
While this move could be characterized as catering to the psychic demand 
of the hegemonic culture to normalize and neutralize perceived diference, 
I believe that Chef Hassan’s choice, certainly made with careful consideration, 
fnds the right balance between celebrating the uniqueness of Somali culture 
and also domesticating it within a Minnesotan context. Tis approach of 
“running away” from capture-and-control locates a delicate balance between 
afrming a unique history and identity and yet remaining inclusive and porous 
to possibilities of new belongings, glitching the potential othering narratives 
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that the visible Black body on screen could instigate and providing a new 
and alternative path of belonging and kinship. 

Due to the fact that gender-roles and norms are almost always deeply 
enmeshed within multispecies foodways, it was unsurprising that Cybercene 
strategies that glitch established sex and gender roles would fnd their way 
into diasporic representations of Somali cuisine. One of the most interesting 
websites in this regard was Bristol, UK-based Fozia Ismail’s “Arawelo Eats.” 
Created to publicize the author’s supper club, the website frames the culinary 
practices on the landing page with the title “Somali food love Arawelo style.” 
It goes on to explain: 

Arawelo was a semi mythical Somali Queen, who fought for female 
liberation and defed gender roles. After becoming destitute following 
the death of her husband, Arawelo formed an army of misft women. 
Tey lived in wilderness in  independence until their matriarchal 
community was threatened by male bandits. She led a series of 
successful raids and eventually bought peace by becoming the frst 
Queen to rule Somalia over 2000 years ago. 

Tis is one version of the tale, there are many others. 
May all misft women continue to forge their own paths.45 

Te historical origins of Queen Arawelo’s legend are murky, but due to it 
being a story passed on orally through generations, it presents a fascinating 
number of alternative versions, some more transgressive than others: for 
example, some tell a story of a queen who castrated all males in order to 
subvert the patriarchy.46 Fozia Ismail taps into this image of a strong Somali 
woman to accomplish several cultural negotiations and glitch established 
cyberdiscourses of gender roles: she proposes a woman-centered culture in 
opposition to the male-dominated culture of her own diasporic Somali 
community, she empowers female culinary entrepreneurs of all backgrounds 
in a professional feld that is notoriously dominated by men while women 
are forced into the equally difcult yet fnancially non-remunerative task of 
domestic cooking, and fnally, she seeks to democratize the elitist roots of all 
modern digitally enhanced foodways. As she says in a newspaper article: 

If I  go into a fancy restaurant, I  don’t have to like it. Not because 
I grew up poor, Somali or as a refugee, or because I don’t understand 
western favours. I  just might not like it. But if you’re outside that 
world you can feel uncomfortable trusting your own judgment. It 
sometimes feels like the food world is for a particular class, a particular 
place, a particular kind of person who is a “foodie”. Everyone eats 
food, so I don’t know what defnes a foodie.47 

Keenly aware of the underlying inequitable power dynamics in server/customer, 
African/European, Black/White, woman/man, food/foodie relations, 
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Ms Ismail’s supper club utilizes food as a vector to discuss and re-evaluate a 
multitude of identities in a post-Brexit world, whether Somali, East African, 
or British, rather than simply ofering it as a commercial venture. As she 
succinctly puts it, “I didn’t want to just pander to this idea that white people 
can just gaze and expect some kind of authentic African performance at the 
supper club […]. I didn’t also want to justify my humanity through the food.”48 

Again, fundamental to the ultimate success of these negotiations and their 
ethical glitching of cultural capture-and-control is the embodied activity of a 
supper club where people meet in person to commune and get an experiential, 
rather than de-situated, understanding of these complicated gender, racial and 
national power dynamics. 

While questions of gender do feature in Somali diasporic culinary content, 
they usually occur in broader biocultural contexts where transnational identi-
ties are also explored. A good example of the representation of the complex 
intermingling of gender, race and nationality can be seen in an episode of 
the cooking show “Tasty,” hosted by actor and comedian Mindy Kaling with 
Somali guest chef Hawa Hassan and re-cited on YouTube. An ethical glitch 
to colonial authority is made visible by two women of color hosting the show, 
and this embodied presence extends its impact from a “simply”culinary context 
to its geopolitical refections on Africa, refugee status, race, gender and national 
borders.49 Due to this double theme of cuisine and identity, the demonstration 
of the famous Somali dish Suugo Suquaar becomes a refection on transnational 
cultural solidarity, peppered with “infotainment” subsections where Somalia 
is geographically tethered and located visually on a map for American audi-
ences. Te cooking is explicitly connected to Indian diasporic experiences 
through Kaling’s refections on childhood and through the corporeal experi-
ence of smelling the Xawaash spice mixture we explored above, made of 
ingredients brought to Somalia via Indian Ocean spice trade routes. Tis 
cooking demonstration exemplifes how contemporary culinary authorities 
like Chef Hassan are harnessing creative nostalgia by utilizing Somali cuisine’s 
transnational adaptability to create diverse communities of belonging. As 
Suugo Suquaar is a pasta dish, it is curious that Hassan does not dwell upon 
the tragic and difcult period of colonization by Italy. Tis is in line with 
other instances of Somali content creators, both professional and non, not 
characterizing Italian culinary infuences as necessarily Italian, but rather as 
an integral part of the “core foods” that form the culinary profle of Somali 
cuisine. In many ways, this cultural absorption, the Somali-zation of pasta 
without any or only cursory colonial references, is a method of selective recol-
lection to decolonize the national cuisine. Within such a strategic glitching, 
pasta is not by default the exclusive domain of Italian cuisine, but also an 
integral ingredient in Somali cuisine, part of just one of many successive 
waves of infuence. Several short videos on platforms such as TikTok, YouTube 
and others show Somali eaters using their hands rather than forks to eat 
spaghetti—an act and representation of an act that glitches and nativizes the 
colonial way of eating pasta, and especially spaghetti, “properly” with a fork. 
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In most such online videos of Somali content creators, pasta is contextualized 
as being as “normal” and native to Somali cuisine as the ubiquitous peeled 
banana that accompanies many dishes (bananas, too, feature extensively in 
Somali cuisine due to the Italians cultivating the crop extensively in Somalia).50 

Indigenization of colonially imported plant life does not mean Italian colo-
nization is glossed over completely in discussions of Somali cuisine. However, 
mentions of this period tend to go hand in hand with descriptions of other 
culinary infuences, both benign and not, for example the connections to the 
Middle East and India via trade routes. Tis is an original and efective 
decolonial glitching strategy. 

I will end this case study with a discussion of the cookbook I quoted from 
at the beginning: In Bibi’s Kitchen. Featuring chapters on cuisines from Eritrea, 
Somalia, Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique, South Africa, Madagascar and 
Comoros, In Bibi’s Kitchen is a triumph of transnational creative nostalgia. It 
is able to efectively harness the power of tradition and yet re-present the 
stories and cuisines with a fresh urgency, specifcity, and capability that situ-
ates these locations, bodies and tastes in the culinary center rather than the 
periphery. Te authors note in their Introduction how “there are barely any 
cookbooks published by American publishing houses that feature African 
food, let alone food from one of the many parts of the continent (disturb-
ingly, Africa is often mistaken as a country, not a continent).”51 Recipes are 
divided into eight sections, moving geographically from the northernmost 
(Eritrea) to South Africa. Te innovative structure of the book comes from 
two aspects: the connections it makes between seemingly disparate countries 
through their links to the historical Indian Ocean trade routes and interpen-
etrating histories, and the interviews and portrait-quality photos of the 
grandmothers (or bibis in Swahili) that generate an intimate relationship of 
comfort, care and kinship. Tese personal biographies and portraits give 
authorship and primary agency to the grandmothers. Interview questions and 
responses discuss not only the recipes, but all the other aspects of cuisine 
that are often equally important to the uniqueness of dishes—the societal 
norms, both generational and gender based, the placement or displacement 
of lives often lived in several places, even when rooted to the same spot. For 
example Ma Sahra, one of the grandmothers, “lives in the same place she 
was born, but because the border has since shifted, her birthplace, once part 
of Somalia, is now recognized as Kenya.”52 Te book also elicits responses 
from the bibis about their diferent understandings of what home and commu-
nity mean to them in the context of cooking and living in their communities. 
Te deliberate co-mingling yet distinction between the eight countries’ 
cuisines, and the interpenetration of recipes with geopolitical facts, personal 
interviews and micro-histories provides a fascinating (and ethically glitched) 
thick-account of the intimate hybrid (embodied and cyber) connection 
between cultural and culinary hybridity. 

As this section’s analysis of a diverse range of culinary representations 
demonstrates, the process of sympoetic creative nostalgia that leads to the 
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intermingling of (hi)stories and foods mirrors the complex multispecies mix 
of ingredients and favor principles of Somali cuisine itself, which, in turn, 
refects the hybridity of media utilized to create and share recipes, techniques 
and etiquette. Whether through a “grammable” image, a re-cited YouTube 
video of a television show, a Facebook post or a cookbook, these diasporic 
culinary content creators, both professional and non, are actively imagining 
a past, present, and future for a dispersed yet deeply connected community. 
Colonial history—often elicited as the epistemic and discursive frame for a 
“proper” understanding of African culture and history—is diminished yet not 
forgotten in these culinary narratives: colonial culinary infuence becomes just 
one of many other historical infuences in a richly hybrid nation. Debilitating 
mediatic stereotypes of the Somali imagined community focused on hunger, 
misery, disease, and violence, which restrict its image to a very limited range 
that benefts continued neocolonial relationships with the more economically 
prosperous countries of the Global North, are glitched into a more complex 
and vibrant image. Tis reframing, retelling and reimagination of cultural 
history via a myriad of foodways makes it more inclusive of a large selection 
of ingredients, core foods, favor principles and etiquette. It decenters the 
colonial experience without forgetting it and afrms the centrality and 
transcorporeality of creative bodies (often female), tastes, smells, textures, 
voices, and multispecies relationships. Tis loose conglomeration of culinary 
representations contributes to a stubborn persistence of belonging in many 
diferent permutations and combinations, despite dramatic disruptions and 
upheaval in its recent history. Te sympoetic and inclusive creative nostalgia 
of Somali diasporic cuisine, with its multispecies protagonists connecting past, 
present and future practices of eating and cooking, is a naturalcultural practice 
of ethical glitching. It therefore presents an interesting case of how natural-
cultural agency can sometimes be usurped by bodies, lives and diasporic 
ecocultural systems to generate deeply tethered alternative circles of care and 
kinship in a globalized world. 

Our Bufalo Cousins: Te Wind River Tribal Bufalo Initiative 

Tat the twentieth century America might exist the bufalo and the Indian 
had to go. 

Merrill Burlingame 53 

TallBear and Willey discuss how dominant settler-colonial discourses of 
gender and family roles that constitute and delimit what home should be have 
restricted and damaged other important forms of afnity and relationality. 
Dr Davis’ performances unsettle these sclerotic forms of belonging, glitching 
their exclusionary discursive fows to diversify and expand the extent of love, 
care and nurturing of life. Te dazzling diversity of Cybercene media used to 
communicate culinary knowledge mirrors Somali cuisine’s hybrid profle, 
revealing the adaptability and openness between frst, second and even third 
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generation immigrants, and between diasporic communities and their neigh-
bors, friends, and multispecies collaborators. I will now turn to the fnal and 
perhaps most exemplary case study of the incorporation of the ethical glitch 
within a community. Te Wind River Tribal Bufalo Initiative story explores 
a profound entanglement between two species to explore how multispecies 
sympoesis is able to glitch restrictive Cybercene discourses of commodifcation 
and othering.54 Indeed, few other examples can demonstrate the profound 
entanglement of the destinies of two communities than that of the Native 
American Indian tribes of the Great Plains and the North American Bison, 
also known as the American Bufalo. 

Te story of the almost-extinction of both communities by the 1880s and 
the healing from that brink back to some kind of restored habitability repre-
sents a profound story of multispecies care and kinship. I  contend that the 
Indigenous/bison case also demonstrates some of the fundamental ways in 
which the right combination of scientifc thought, cultural paradigm shift 
and multispecies inclusivity can be successful in turning the tide away from 
Cybercene othering and classifcation/commodifcation of lives. In this section 
I will connect the specifc case of Indigenous/bison coexistence (as examined 
within the Eastern Shoshone and Northern Arapaho communities in the 
Wind River Tribal Reservation in Wyoming and the Greater Yellowstone 
National Park region) to wider questions of the role of global indigeneity and 
epistemic change in generating pathways towards healing and habitability in 
the Cybercene.55 

It is important to not fatten the incredible diversity of Indigenous ecocul-
tural systems and their very diferent colonial and postcolonial histories. It is 
nevertheless useful to understand that some commonalities exist, particularly 
in those communities that still have some form of situatedness within biodi-
verse lands and ecosystems.Tis proximity is complicated by the many diferent 
precolonial, colonial and postcolonial cultural paradigms that may often clash 
or coexist in unexpected collaborations and combinations within these commu-
nities. Vicente Diaz illustrates the political and analytic utility of investigating 
Indigenous identity and cultural innovation within the concept of transindi-
geneity, which can “help us imagine new ways of being indigenous but that 
also describes deep aboriginal cultural belongings to specifc places while also 
permitting wide lateral reach across time and space, albeit in ways that do 
not lose familiar and signature indigenous belongings and accountabilities to 
place, to site, and cultural specifcity.”56 I would like to take this “transindig-
enous approach” one step further and include my specifc case study of bufalo/ 
human revitalization in the Wind River community to reach across time and 
space to other anti-colonial glitching practices of all kinds. Weaving this case 
within a broader sympoetic coalition of situated knowledges connects the 
specifc experience and perspectives of Wind River ecocultural leaders to 
concerns in other places and spaces. 

Erika Zavaleta’s 1999 investigation of Yup’ik waterfowl hunting presents 
an example of a nuanced analysis of Indigenous conservation that is attentive 
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to the subtleties and complexities of discussing Indigenous ecocultural prac-
tices. She examines historical data on Yup’ik hunting and understanding of 
waterfowl population dynamics and governmental regulation, but she also 
provides unique data on Yup’ik motivation for conservation—she fnds that 
while some hunters simply followed federal regulatory law most others were 
clearly positively motivated to conserve for the future.57 Zavaleta’s holistic 
approach to the problem can be a powerful model for future such studies. 
Raymond Hames (who also discusses Zavaleta’s study) provides a frank and 
detailed assessment of the political discourse of the role of Indigenous commu-
nities in conservation eforts, and also produces a complex and nuanced 
conclusion, one that guides this study’s humanistic approach to understanding 
the specifc case of human/bison rejuvenation without stereotyping Indigenous 
communities within the extremes of ecologically noble or ecologically 
destructive: 

Te ecologically noble savage debate has entered a new phase. 
[…]  Te  issue will move to a more detailed consideration of how 
people manage […] or engineer […] their environment and how 
management or engineering afects ecosystem stability and 
biodiversity.58 

Such explorations may lead to more interest in understanding Indigenous 
ecocultural and multispecies paradigms. Native paradigms in the Greater 
Yellowstone ecosystem are deeply embedded within material practices of 
land use, food acquisition and consumption, tribal law and spiritual practice, 
and yet they are not equally and universally part of every member’s worldview, 
as is the case with any community. For example, Richard Baldes strove for 
the tribal game code to be overhauled so that the two tribes would have a 
better say over the destinies of the wildlife in the reservation. It was immensely 
successful in making the reservation a haven for game and yet it was an 
action that many individual tribal members bitterly opposed at frst. 
Complexity is key, and yet, via a colonial discursive imagination, Native 
Americans have been represented in popular culture as a one-dimensional 
stereotype. Ward Churchill describes how cinematic representations of Native 
Americans were fantasies of white settler-colonizers: “Tese depictions of 
Native Americans enable the perception that Natives are of another time 
and extinct in a manner that rids the United States of the ‘moral or psychic 
obligation to confront the fact of Native America, as either an historical or 
topical reality’.”59 

A vast variety of mediatic images (from sports mascots to comic books to 
mainstream television) played and still play a role in cultivating highly 
restricted images of Indigenous communities globally, accomplishing the task 
of epistemic, discursive and psychic capture-and-control with the goal of 
gaining access to the vast and rich land and ecological resources that these 
communities held. Philip Deloria argues that the ambivalence of the newly 
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formed American nation was easily located in a split and ambivalent emotion 
of both desire and repulsion: 

Euro-Americans had imprisoned themselves in the logical mind and 
the social order. Indians represented instinct and freedom. Tey spoke 
for the “spirit of the continent.” Whites desperately desired that spirit, 
yet they invariably failed to become aboriginal and thus “fnished.” 
Savage Indians served Americans as oppositional fgures against whom 
one might imagine a civilized national Self. Coded as freedom, however, 
wild Indianness proved equally attractive, setting up a “have-your-
cake-and-eat-it-too” dialectic of simultaneous desire and repulsion.60 

Tis double logic of desire and repulsion found within the constructed image 
of the “wild” Native Americans is not limited to cultural discourse in North 
America—it represents a global phenomenon of cultural ventriloquism. It is 
not hard for a multispecies studies scholar to immediately notice how the 
control discourses deployed to manage Indianness, as described by Deloria, 
resemble discourses also commonly used to cage-and-stage many animal lives. 
Te doubled logic here also parallels with the desire/repulsion dynamic of 
the stereotype-as-fetish discussed earlier in the book. Tese Native American 
control-metaphorics are also a globalized strategy: Indian images have also 
been used a surprising number of times to make nativist arguments against 
immigration and multiculturalism and in support of other such expressions 
of racialized biopolitical conservatism in Europe, playing on the fascination 
and repulsion that the noble savage stereotype still incites in continental 
biopolitical discourses. 

Te malleable image of the almost-extinct Indigenous peoples has now 
been harnessed within collective psychic mechanisms of capture-and-control 
via cyber-citation. Analyzing these discursive patterns can foster an under-
standing of how global indigeneity can be liberated into more nuanced, 
situated and complex ecocultural contextualizations. Te role of individual 
and place-specifc Indigenous communities in ecocultural conservation is 
complex, diverse and contradictory, made doubly so due to the colonial 
ventriloquism they are still subject to. It is however far easier to ascertain that 
while they constitute only 5% of the world’s population, they host vast amounts 
of Earth’s remaining biodiversity.61 Terefore, any strategy that involves protec-
tion of multispecies diversity on the planet in the face of the immense 
destruction taking place in the Cybercene will be far more successful if 
Indigenous visions, aspirations and motivations are taken into consideration. 
I  would like to posit that by including Indigenous epistemologies in the 
conversation about and the practice of conservation, dated colonial notions 
of conservation that exclude human presence from conservation lands (what 
Hames describes above as “a strict defnition of conservation”) can be glitched, 
allowing for a more decolonial, complex and nuanced multispecies partnership 
within natural ecosystems to emerge. 
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It was ethically important for me in this case study to glitch the researcher/ 
researched duality and center both Indigenous ecocultural leaders’ voices and 
the viewpoints of ecosystem science experts without ventriloquizing. To do 
so, I  had to actively refect on my positionality and capacity to discuss 
Indigenous epistemologies despite not being a member of any of these commu-
nities. While I am not of Indigenous ancestry, I experienced, to my joy, that 
I  was able to gain the trust of the Indigenous experts I  consulted for this 
project partly due to my own positionality as a brown, postcolonial individual, 
with my own community’s historical experience of colonialism, even if it was 
of a very diferent nature—that of British colonial imperialism rather than 
Anglo-European settler-colonial violence. Despite these diferences in our 
personal histories, I  sensed that our common experience of coloniality and 
my visible brownness, along with the spiritual animism that also informs part 
of the multifaith traditions of India, assisted me in respectfully “standing with” 
Indigenous experts and their communities with humility and afective recog-
nition. While none of my work for this section was ethnographic or 
human-subject related, since my conversations with all experts focused on 
their professional expertise as community leaders and ecologists, I believe that 
my hybrid positionality did help to create a productive foundation for deep 
conversations about the interconnections between culture, identity and ecology. 

In order to listen, learn and explore the wider context of multispecies 
relationalities within the Wind River Tribal Bufalo Initiative, I traveled widely 
within the Greater Yellowstone National Park ecosystem, visiting the prairie 
and intermountain states of Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado and South 
Dakota. I was fortunate to meet experts willing to share their perspectives— 
experts both Indigenous and non, human and non. I am incredibly grateful 
for the expert collaborators and knowledge sharers who were so generous 
with their time for this project.62 Working on this section of the book was 
truly an act of sympoesis (making-with), where the thinkers and shapers of 
their communities (human and non) sometimes challenged and sometimes 
confrmed my abstract ideas of what research in the humanities (and the 
sciences) can and should be, allowing me to truly understand and experience 
some of the Indigenous ways of approaching research through ethical relation-
ality. I  was lucky to gain perspectives and access the complexity of the 
embodied realities of multispecies kinship via the forging of new relationships 
with the land, the water, the air, the community of experts (human and non), 
and the spiritual, cultural and epistemological paradigms of the places and 
spaces that welcomed me during my visit. 

Te regeneration of the historically decimated populations of American 
Bufalo or Bison (scientifc name Bison bison) in the Greater Yellowstone 
ecosystem allows us to tie together the many strands of Cybercene ecocultural 
entanglements and consider solutions to combat its most corrosive trends. 
Diverse native names refect the multiplicity of ways in which bison are 
diferently confgured within each specifc tribal ecocultural system: for 
instance, the Lakota name for male bison is tatanka, for female pte, the 
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Blackfoot call them iinniiwa, the Salish qweyaway. Bison cultural expert Ken 
Zontek notes: “It’s difcult to think of another group of humans who have 
become so intertwined with a wild animal species that it pervaded their 
culture. Bison permeate virtually everything material for Native Americans, 
as well as spiritual […Tey] never lost their spiritual relationship with their 
kindred animal.”63 It is also well documented that bison were decimated at 
the same time and along the same lines as the extermination and uprooting 
of Indigenous tribes, tragically demonstrating the very strategic multispecies 
exploitation and extermination that forms the foundation of colonial thought 
and practice. Te bison were reduced in the space of a few decades from an 
estimate that ranges from “the low millions to as high as 200 million”64 to 
only a few hundred individual animals by the late 1800s. It was a truly stag-
gering ecocultural tragedy for the whole continent, but especially for the 
Indigenous and multispecies communities that were deeply entangled with 
its naturalcultural activities. William Hornaday’s now-famous map of the 
incredible shrinking range of the bison (Fig. 6.9) vividly represents the bison 
holocaust. 

Te crucial analytic naturalcultural “gap” in the map is the exploration how 
the decimation of the bison was both an explicit and an implicit settler-
colonial naturalcultural policy led by individuals, groups and the United States 
government to weaken Indigenous power over their lands by taking away 
their cultural, spiritual and nutritional source of energy. Fur trade scholar 
Merrill Burlingame chillingly crystallizes this policy of Euro-American colo-
nial capture-and-control with his observation: “Tat the twentieth century 
America might exist the bufalo and the Indian had to go.”65 Te collapsing 
boundaries of the Hornaday map, therefore, also hauntingly represent the 
rapid and relentless decimation of Indigenous lives and communities across 
the continent. Ken Zontek cites the work of Immanuel Wallerstein and 
Fernand Braudel, suggesting that co-extermination of the Native American 
and bison communities happened via the general colonial process where 
“regions and countries around the globe, including their indigenous biota, 
became sucked into a world system that exploited them. […] For these 
dependency theorists, North America’s indigenous people simply failed to 
overcome outside pressures exerted upon them by Euro-American technology, 
materialism, biotic invasion and coercion.”66 In other words, this was a disas-
trous colonial naturalcultural capture-and-control desire machine, actualized 
with a multiplicity of biocultural weapons. Evidence seems to suggest that 
Native American communities were not only materially almost pushed to 
extinction, but that this physical extermination was concurrent with and 
intra-actively connected to the almost-extinction of any sustainable multispe-
cies paradigm that may have existed before the arrival of Euro-American 
paradigms of unsustainable hunting and depletion of natural resources. 

Te renewal of bison herds from that brink to today brings together 
complex embodied considerations of multiple spaces, lives and desires: the 
local Native American tribes, cybernarrative-infuenced local ranchers, 
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Figure 6.9 Map of the extermination of the American Bison to 1889. Adapted from a 
drawing of William Temple Hornaday in Geographisches Handbuch zu Andrees Handatlas, 

vierte Aufage, Bielefeld und Leipzig, Velhagen und Klasing, 1902. 
(Wikimedia Commons) 

cyberscene-infuenced tourists, and the park biologists and staf who are 
beholden to both science and governmental bureaucratic regimes. Very 
importantly, we also have the bison themselves, with their lives often 
captured-and-controlled yet tending to “run away” from the diferent manage-
ment protocols imposed upon them, with usually fatal consequences for their 
lives. In the Cybercene, these wild lives are dependent on those very protocols 
and narratives of physical and epistemic management for their survival through 
relative freedom (rewilding) or capture-and-control and commodifcation as 
livestock (domestication). Furthermore, the bison case also entangles these 
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considerations within questions of ecosystemic health (bison herds are funda-
mental to the success of a web of other species and in turn are supported by 
a web of other species); political borders (those between designated “park” 
boundaries and not, between diferent states in the U.S. federal system, between 
native lands and state/federal property and also between the United States 
and Canada); expansionist, settler-colonial and neo-colonial ecocultural power 
relations, and the science, economics and politics of ecological conservation, 
tourism and food systems (primarily beef production, potentially afected by 
the pathogen Brucella abortus carried by bison). 

A Tethered Multispecies Origin Story 

I began this chapter by discussing how observation, embodied connection, 
ceremony and storytelling are often described as fundamental to Indigenous 
epistemologies and axiologies.To honor this paradigm, I will begin this journey 
within the Native/bison multispecies community with a powerful story of 
multispecies relationality—an Emergence Story. Tere are diferent versions 
of this story within the tribes of the Black Hills of South Dakota, but here 
below is the one told in the Cheyenne Creek community on the Pine Ridge 
Indian Reservation of the Oglala Lakota tribe. Te story was told by Wilmer 
Mesteth—a tribal historian and spiritual leader—to Sina Bear Eagle, and 
reproduced on the website of Wind Cave National Park for public outreach. 
Fundamental to the power of the Emergence Story is a specifc and material 
place—the Wind Cave complex, one of the longest cave systems in the world. 
Along a pathway leading away from the Wind Cave Visitor Center, I  was 
able to visit and pay my respects at a place of great spiritual signifcance—the 
natural opening to the cave system. Tis unassuming hole in the ground is 
the physical location, the very place where this intricate origin story of both 
bison and human becomes enmeshed in the material ecosystem of the land. 

Tis story begins at a time when the plants and the animals were 
still being brought into existence, but there were no people or bison 
living on the earth. People at that time lived underground in the 
Tunkan Tipi — the spirit lodge — and were waiting as the earth was 
prepared for them to live upon it.67 

Te opening in the ground to the Wind Cave complex is the very opening 
through which both people and bison entered the earth above. 

Te Creator instructed them to follow that bison. From the bison, 
they could get food, tools, clothes, and shelter. Te bison would lead 
them to water. Everything they needed to survive on the earth could 
come from the bison. 

When they left the cave, the Creator shrunk the hole from the 
size of a man to the size it is now, too small for most people to enter, 
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to serve as a reminder so the people would never forget from where 
they’d come.68 

While this elaborate origin story powerfully opens up the complex threads 
of multispecies, multi-kind relationality that exist between the landscapes, 
ecosystems, animals, plants and humans, it is given even more power by the 
visual and haptic presence of the actual natural opening of the Wind Cave 
system. Tis opening exists to this day. It actually breathes, as if to serve as a 
constant reminder of its life-giving properties. Stepping close to the opening, 
which is indeed now too small for humans or bison to emerge, I could hear 
and feel a constant, loud and deep whoosh of air being expelled, coming surely 
from what we would now explain as the pressure diferentials created by the 
interaction of outside air and that within the vast chambers inside. However, 
understanding this story and the experience of listening to the opening breathe 
as an embodied epistemological pathway rather than simply a geological 
spectacle allowed me to understand this pressure diferential in a very diferent 
way.Te wind emerging so incessantly from that sacred spot is a vivid acoustic 
and tactile reminder of how communities can forge multispecies bonds via 
restoring disavowed perspectives and re-evaluating dominant cultural 
discourses—it forms an embodied citation, diferent from the de-situated cyber-
citations of paranoid knowledge. Tese epistemic norms, grounded within the 
material workings of landscapes and bodies rather than de-situated visual 
spectacle, can be the groundwork upon which restorative actions may take 
place against Cybercene de-situatedness. Viewed from such a perspective, we 
can begin to understand how tethered stories can convincingly glitch the 
othering and commodifying implications of the hierarchical Linnaean clas-
sifcation of life, thus allowing us to fnally provide respect and equity to the 
other forms of life that sustain our societies. 

Te movement of air, the breath of the earth emanating from Wind Cave 
can also be understood as the ecological metaphor for the freedom of space 
and movement that is so critical for the ecosystemic health of both humans 
and large land mammals such as the bison. Indeed, bison, unlike cattle, have 
a positive efect on the plant and animal ecosystem by how they graze, how 
they move from place to place, and how they migrate seasonally.69 Native 
American tribal movement, which also followed the bison paths, was critical 
to ecologically sound use of the land and its resources, allowing tribes to 
harvest without depletion.70 It is not a surprise that this strategic seasonal 
movement was characterized by settler-colonialists as aimless wandering, a 
false nomadism argument used by invaders to deny natives rights of land 
ownership.Yellowstone National Park was created in 1872 by President Ulysses 
S. Grant. Te report of the House Committee on Public Lands describes the 
bill in these words: 

Te bill now before Congress has for its objective the withdrawal 
from settlement, occupancy, or sale, under the laws of the United 
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States a tract of land ffty-fve by sixty-fve miles, about the sources 
of the Yellowstone and Missouri Rivers, and dedicates and sets apart 
as a great national park or pleasure-ground for the beneft and enjoy-
ment of the people.71 

Reading these words via a decolonial epistemic framework, one can begin to 
ask: the beneft and enjoyment of which people exactly? At which community 
were the words “the withdrawal from settlement, occupancy, or sale” aimed? 
Yellowstone was sparsely inhabited by Euro-Americans, but was an important 
summer habitation for Indigenous and multispecies nomadic communities. 
Viewed via the positionality of these communities, the creation of the park 
seems to follow a settler-colonial strategy of conservation via usurpation, just 
like Mussolini’s integral reclamation of the Agro Pontino wetland system. 
Te bill to create Yellowstone conveniently repressed and forgot the 11,000 
years of Indigenous history within the park’s ecosystem and reformatted it as 
a natural wonderland, an Eden without humans, a terra nullius. 

And yet, Yellowstone National Park’s creation was a milestone in world 
conservation history. How much more just would its formation have been if 
it had been envisioned as a caring place for a truly multispecies ecocultural 
system, for Indigenous communities and other nonhumans? Today, many 
selfe-obsessed tourists echo the historical capture-and-control epistemologies 
that created a no-natives land at Yellowstone in the frst place, ignoring the 
incredible natural embodied spectacles of life such as the bison, and the 
geological might of the geysers, in order to get the “perfect image” for their 
social media posts. Increasingly, park ofcials are spending their limited energy 
and resources on rescuing tourists who are harmed due to not respecting the 
embodied realities of natural ecosystems, as these visitors try and domesticate 
wild and inanimate bodies through Cybercene image-capture. Figure  6.10 

Figure 6.10 Tourists watch and capture images on their phones as bison are corralled 
for vaccinations at the Annual “Custer State Park Bufalo Roundup.” 

(Vetri Nathan, with permission of Custer State Park) 
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illustrates this dynamic beautifully: as the bison are “rounded up” for vaccina-
tions at Custer State Park in South Dakota by park managers, tourists watch 
the spectacle of their “taming” and capture these primal images on their 
phones. Te seen becomes the capture-and-control scene, again and again 
and again. 

As tourists insert their capturing-and-controlling presence into the park 
and saturate both physical and virtual space with their bodies and screens, 
as well as (over)populating cyberdiscourse via the mechanisms of hypercon-
vergence, another far more restorative kind of repopulation is fnally 
happening. In Restoring a Presence: American Indians and Yellowstone National 
Park, Peter Nabokov and Lawrene Loendorf quote Mark Spence to remind 
us of the often-negated continuous presence of several tribes in the park: 
“Yellowstone [Park] is a geographic square that was grafted over native 
understandings of the place and the region. Consequently, to expect native 
stories, memories and actions to precisely distinguish between things and 
places on either side of current park boundaries is absurd.”72 It is important 
also to note that the vital material, spiritual and ecocultural connections that 
native tribes had with the lands of what is now Yellowstone National Park 
parallel animal and plant practices within and with the ecosystem—habits 
and traditions that do not conform to the political boundaries of public/ 
private, federal/state/private park ownership. Seasonal migration patterns of 
bison and other animals were well understood by Indigenous tribes, who 
would follow bison herds to their wintering grounds, now found outside park 
boundaries, in locations such as Paradise Valley. Yet the migration of 
Yellowstone’s rejuvenated bison populations often leads to tragic conse-
quences, as bordering state regulations force park ofcials to slaughter any 
bison crossing this artifcial border.73 Shana Drimal, Senior Conservation 
Associate at the Greater Yellowstone Conservation Coalition—a non-proft 
advocacy group based out of Bozeman, Montana—describes how the Greater 
Yellowstone ecosystem “is a 20 million acre extraordinary system, comprising 
one of the planet’s largest intact ecosystems. It is made up of fve national 
forests, two national parks, ten designated wilderness areas, three national 
wildlife refuges, the 2.2-million-acre Wind River Indian Tribal Reservation. 
It is considered the birthplace of modern ecosystem-management and large-
landscape conservation, in addition to being the traditional homelands of 
deep cultural signifcance to 49 diferent tribes.”74 

Figure 6.11 shows a map of the Greater Yellowstone ecosystem, encom-
passing two national parks and its far wider interconnected ecological 
boundaries. In order to restore the multispecies interconnections that have 
been severed by the many boundaries that now overlay the area, I  refer to 
this entire ecosystem via a multispecies and Indigenous perspective as the 
Greater Yellowstone Ecocultural System (GYES). Just as the cleavage of the 
Punjab and Bengal ecocultural systems into two separate nations (India and 
Pakistan) led to all kinds of cultural and ecological problems that persist to 
this day, viewing the GYES as more than a square-shaped park via a 
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multispecies and Indigenous paradigm allows the space to “run away” from 
its imperfectly envisioned conservation boundaries. 

Jason Baldes (Fig. 6.12, pictured with his bufalo community), Executive 
Director and Eastern Shoshone Tribe Bufalo Manager of the Wind River 
Tribal Bufalo Initiative explained how all parts of the bison, when hunted, 
are used in both food and ceremony. Bringing back the bison, working dili-
gently to allow it to thrive again as a wild animal, as well as hunting bison 
on these newly restored lands, has revived a keystone relationship within the 
community, providing a restored sense of place, space, identity and ecocultural 

Figure 6.11 Detail of a map representing the Greater Yellowstone Ecocultural System, 
including most parts of Yellowstone National Park at top left, Grand Teton National 

Park at bottom left and Wind River Indian Reservation at bottom right.  
Map created by Charles Drimal and Shana Drimal, Greater Yellowstone Coalition. 

(https://greateryellowstone.org/)

https://greateryellowstone.org
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Figure 6.12 Jason Baldes with his Bufalo family at Wind River. 
(Vetri Nathan) 

habitability. Wes Martel, Senior Wind River Conservation Associate at the 
Greater Yellowstone Coalition and Board Member of the Bufalo Initiative 
explained how community ceremony, which includes storytelling and hunting 
as well as spiritual ceremonies, and tribal youth education programs create 
and maintain a vital and vibrant embodied multispecies relationality. Tis 
relationality is, in turn, the strong foundation upon which tribal sovereignty 
can be restored. Seen in this way, ethical relationality, as practiced in both 
Indigenous ceremony and Indigenous research, becomes not only an epistemic 
attitude, but also a deeply integrated methodology of ecocultural restoration. 
As Sioux scholar Vine Deloria Jr. explains: 

We are all relatives when taken as a methodological tool for obtaining 
knowledge means that we observe the natural world by looking for 
relationships between various things in it. Tat is to say, everything 
in the natural world has relationships with every other thing.75 

Te Wind River Reservation bufalo were brought back to the land after a 
gap of more than 130 years through the Wind River Bufalo Initiative, thanks 
to a series of three preconditions: frstly, there was a strong Indigenous epis-
temic and axiological yearning in an important subset of the community for 
the severed physical connection with the bufalo and through it, a yearning 
for a restoration of ecocultural connection to the land. Secondly, the spiritual 
connection to the bufalo continued to be conserved even after the decimation 
of actual bison, forming a bridge of epistemic survivance via storytelling and 
ceremony to sovereignty over their lands. For example, on Indigenous Peoples 
Day in 2025, the Initiative hosted around 70 children from the Wyoming 
Indian Elementary School at a “Bufalo Bash” where “in teepees they made 
tiny clay Bufalo, learned about the importance of all the parts of the Bufalo, 
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and were taught about important plant medicines.”76 Te survivance and 
passing on of these axiologies to newer generations can only be called a 
triumph of previous generations that sought to conserve a connection to the 
land despite the disappearance of the bison and the violent imposition of 
contrarian dominant settler-colonial ideologies, forced upon the community 
via colonial ideas of land ownership and use as well as through hierarchical 
practices of multispecies relationships such as intensive farming and cattle 
ranching. Inspired by Foucault, Brendan Hokowhitu classifes both historical 
and ongoing colonialism into three types: the frst is sovereignty colonialism, 
which would use colonial law to strip the imagined sub-human Indigenous 
peoples of “natural cultural claims to our epistemologies and lands.” Te 
second he calls biopolitical colonialism and the third disciplinary colonialism, 
which came later: 

[it] was also subjugatory, but through the institutionalized discipline 
of Indigenous bodies and the production of brown citizens through 
an array of discontinuous discourses, for instance, family structures 
[…] nutritional advice, unemployment subsidies, institutionalized 
pre-natal and natal care, war, statistics on childhood obesity, lifestyle 
magazines, educational curricula, mental health, daily and weekly 
schedules, prisons, workplaces, sport, time, the solar calendar; all of 
these seemingly discontinuous heterogenous “enunciations” produc-
tively disciplined the Indigenous body.77 

Despite the imposition of these immense structural and material colonialisms, 
often brought about by diferent federal agencies, including the Bureau of 
Indian Afairs, via policies such as job placement of tribal youth outside the 
reservation in far fung places such as Seattle and Chicago, the germ of 
thought and spirit that provided the basis for Indigenous uses of land, with 
a sustainable and far lighter ecological footprint, continued to exist within 
the ceremonies and traditions of the community.78 Sovereignty accorded to 
the Eastern Shoshone and Northern Arapahoe tribes at Wind River via treaty 
rights also allowed them the legal freedom to re-establish bison by protecting 
and restoring the land and water within the reservation.79 Finally, a funda-
mental external precondition that served to pave the way for bison regeneration 
at Wind River was the establishment of the Inter-Tribal Bufalo Council 
(ITBC) in 1991: 

In February 1991, Tribes gathered in the Sacred Black Hills of South 
Dakota. Nineteen Tribes from all  four directions attended. Lakota 
representatives from several of the Native Nations in South 
Dakota  were there, as well as the Crow, Shoshone-Bannock, Gros 
Ventre/Assiniboine, and Blackfeet Nations of Montana. Various 
Pueblo representatives from New Mexico, and the Winnebago, tradi-
tionally called Ho Chunk, from both Nebraska and Wisconsin came. 
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Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma, and some as far west as Round Valley 
of California arrived. Some of these Tribes were historically enemies, 
but they united for a common mission… 

To restore bufalo to Tribal lands for cultural and spiritual enhancement 
and preservation.80 

Wind River Reservation Tribal Bufalo Initiative, established in 2022, worked 
with many entities including the ITBC, the Greater Yellowstone Coalition, 
as well as the biologists of Yellowstone National Park to establish its two 
herds of wild bison. Deriving its herd from a collection of diverse locations 
allowed the initiative to conserve diversity within the genetic makeup of the 
herd. 

Keeping the bison wild has been a key tenet of this initiative, as it is the 
“wild” behavior of the bison such as family connections, grazing patterns, 
wallowing, birthing and migration that are bringing about a restoration of 
the many ecosystems that make up the Wind River Reservation within the 
GYES. When viewed through a multispecies paradigm shift, these “wild 
behaviors” are nothing other than bison “culture.”Te mission of the initiative 
is “land rematriation, community revitalization and youth education through 
restoration of conservation Bufalo”81—demonstrating the importance the 
experts leading this initiative place on multispecies ecocultural interconnec-
tions rather than simple “conservation” that does not include the Indigenous 
human element in the picture. Te vision of the initiative is to ultimately 
have “thousands of bufalo on tens of thousands of acres, protected under 
tribal law as wildlife.”82 Several scholars have pointed to various ways in which 
Indigenous communities exercise sovereignty struggles within the limits 
imposed by state sovereignty.83 Te Wind River bufalo restoration initiative 
is a concrete example of a powerful project and vision that weaves together 
the intimate interconnections between Indigenous multispecies epistemology, 
axiology, afect, ceremony and spirituality as research, as well as the use of 
hybrid epistemic and cultural orientations to conserve and promote sovereignty 
over tribal lands. 

Bison–Human Intra-action in the Greater Yellowstone 
Ecocultural System 

Very importantly, we also have the bison of the GYES themselves. Very much 
like the Channel Island Fox in the Preface, naturalcultural discourse analysis 
allows us to ethically glitch anthropocentric epistemologies to revalue these 
magnifcent beings as important ecocultural theorists and practitioners. Tey 
represent important lives that are often captured-and-controlled both literally 
and metaphorically to maintain politically established naturalcultural norms. 
Bison-centered agency consistently challenges these limits, which often result 
in deadly pushback on them by management protocols. Political borders exert 
intense pressures; those between designated “park” boundaries and not, between 
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diferent states in the U.S. federal system, between native lands and state/ 
federal property and also between the United States and Canada. In the tribal 
lands of Wind River, Director Jason Baldes’ insistence on maintaining a 
conservation herd as opposed to a commercial herd allows the bison to better 
coexist in an ethical relationship with the tribal communities where their own 
agency and culture are taken into consideration, rather than simply being 
seen as a resource for commodifcation and consumption—a sort of blockchain 
bison farm. Keeping bison wild also means the conservation of the precious 
genetic diversity of bison, a diversity that was depleted as the few remaining 
herds were often interbred with cattle in the early twentieth century by 
ranchers seeking to create more “manageable” strains of life. In the Cybercene, 
bison have been captured-and-controlled for their lucrative meat in ranches, 
which do not allow them to become “ecologically alive”—that is to say be in 
numbers large enough to function as a keystone species. Te livestock model, 
which treats bison as a woolly cow, is ultimately tethered to expansionist, 
settler-colonial and neo-colonial ecocultural power relations. Te science, 
economics and politics of this certain type of ecological conservation, tourism 
and food production is tethered to these colonial forms of relationality. Tribal 
wild bufalo initiatives such as that of Wind River demonstrate how Indigenous 
embodied multispecies knowledge can glitch these dominant colonial epis-
temic systems of capture-and-control via rewilding that is strongly connected 
to both community and biodiversity revitalization. Jason and Richard Baldes 
have worked extensively with the Northern Arapahoe and Eastern Shoshone 
tribes in Wind River to reclassify bison as wildlife rather than livestock. While 
this reclassifcation may initially seem a relatively minor or formal detail, it 
not only provides a conceptual ethical glitch that changes the epistemic and 
afective way in which the bison community is understood, but also allows 
for the bison to be included in the game code. Jason Baldes explains: “Once 
they’re in the game code, then we can protect that population, we can grow 
it, and designate more habitat.” 

Te resolution states support for the Wind River Tribal Bufalo 
Initiative and its own tribal bufalo restoration eforts and recognizes 
that bison “were and remain central to the culture, health and welfare 
of the Northern Arapaho Tribe since time immemorial.” Further, it 
states that the large mammals shall be “managed in accordance with 
wildlife management principles to expand the herd and support the 
establishment of Bufalo within their traditional homelands.”84 

Te Wind River Tribal Bufalo Initiative’s insistence on a free-ranging and 
wildlife designation is not simply a fussy epistemic stance nor simply a ques-
tion of territorial sovereignty. It is both of those but most importantly, it is 
an embodiment of a concrete, multispecies, multi-kind respect for the way in 
which free-ranging bison afect the entire ecocultural system. Designating 
bison as a wild animal will without doubt pose multiple challenges and 
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opportunities in the future. Te fnal section of this case study provides a 
multispecies thick-account that describes exactly how the bison becomes a 
keystone species not only for the ecosystem, but also for the cultural systems 
in the reservation. 

Trough my conversations and embodied presence among the experts (both 
human and non) in the GYES and at Wind River Tribal Reservation, it 
became clear that the Indigenous epistemological paradigm of bison both as 
a related family member and a free-ranging wild animal was and is fundamental 
to the resilience of the spiritual and cultural multispecies link between bison 
and Indigenous communities. Tis link survived via language and ceremony, 
despite this bond being materially severed due to both Indigenous and bison 
communities being exterminated and/or uprooted from their lands. Such a 
nurturing paradigm severely glitches the obsessive Linnaean classifcation and 
commodifcation of biological life. Furthermore, Indigenous axiology places 
value upon the wildness of bison, deeply diferent yet profoundly related to 
the tribe, rather than treating them simply as a domesticated resource for 
commodifcation and consumption. As Jason Baldes says, “Te notion of the 
Wild, the notion of wilderness, ‘untrammeled by man,’ ‘leave no trace’—those 
are foreign concepts to Native people.”85 Tis insistence on an Indigenous 
form of rewilding rather than colonial forms of rewilding as land usurpation 
and ranching is key to both ecosystemic revitalization and economic/nutritional 
benefts, rather than simply short-term economic gain. Insistence on wild 
bison/human multispecies communities is also intended to provide actual 
space for multispecies relationality rather than only paying lip-service to giving 
other species a right to exist and thrive on their own terms. One truly begins 
to understand spaces in terms of our multispecies land and our multispecies 
futures, when humans are imagined to be part of an intricate ecocultural 
system. Understanding wilderness diferently becomes a way to care in a 
diferent, more ethical and ecologically sound way. 

Tese threads of relationality between the wild bison and the Indigenous 
communities are representative of other such multispecies relationships within 
Indigenous communities. Tese strands extend out to a complex web of other 
relationships with mortal and “inanimate” objects and landscapes. Bringing 
back the bison as free-ranging rather than ranched communities is crucial to 
the many cascading naturalcultural efects they instigate. Jason Baldes 
mentioned how bison grazing is diferent from cattle grazing because bison 
have the cultural knowledge to keep on moving, allowing the plants to regen-
erate rather than completely denuding the landscape, a situation that occurs 
often with captured-and-controlled ranched animals such as cattle: “In areas 
with heavy bison grazing […] plants were denser, shorter, and more nitrogen-
rich. Not only did these plants grow as much as they would have if they 
weren’t grazed [they were] 150 percent more nutritious than plants growing 
in areas with no bison.”86 

Tere are also immense benefts to what happens at the other end of the 
bison from its mouth—its surprisingly important dung. Bison dung “patties” 
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and urine are now being understood by scientists to be key in bringing essential 
nutrients to support plants and insects, which in turn support the entire 
ecosystem of “higher” animals. Te recent study by Chris Geremia et al. also 
shows how “Bison stabilized net aboveground production while accelerating 
nitrogen turnover, increasing aboveground nitrogen pools while carbon pools 
remained stable, which improved landscape nutritional quality.”87 Te sympo-
etic story of bison dung unleashes a tethered story full of innumerable 
multispecies lively agents: nutrient cycling begins at digestion, where the 
rumen is broken down by a complex microbial community. Many of these 
microbes and undigested plant matter, including seeds, make up bison dung. 
Bison dung patty is also home for up to 300 species of insects and “1,000 
individual insects will occupy that same patty from the time it’s deposited to 
its removal. A single dung pat can produce up to 3,000 fies over two weeks. 
Luckily for the box turtle, bats and many birds, more dung beetles and fies 
in the area means more meals for them as well. Bison dung and urine also 
provide a rich food supply essential to microorganisms found within soil. An 
entire, nearly invisible micro-ecosystem is fueled by the deposition of bison 
poop and pee.”88 

Specialized dung beetles such as the spectacular Rainbow Scarab (Phaneus 
vindex) have co-become specifcally with bison dung, and will simply not 
touch dung from other animals (Fig. 6.13). Te extermination of bison led 
to direct efects on these beetle species. And why should these tiny creatures 
matter to us? Because “dung beetles have unique ways to decompose a bison 
patty. Tunneler and roller dung beetle species are especially important because 
they bury fresh manure below the soil surface, which places the nutrient-rich 
dung directly in the soil and activates microbial activity that begins to break 
down the dung.”89 Essentially, the dung beetle makes nitrogen, carbon and 
other nutrients available to the soil, allowing microorganisms to decompose 
them out of dung. Tis middle-man role then has innumerable cascading 
efects, allowing increased growth of nutritious plant life near dung beetle 
populations and from there, increased healthy elk and deer communities. 
Multispecies thick-mapping such vast, viscous and vulnerable connections of 
multispecies care and kinship, as I  have tried to do here, brings back value 
to the many intra-actions that sustain us all. Such an intimate form of non-
hierarchical, non-resource-based relationality provides a vital and important 
glitch in the obsessive Cybercene systems of hierarchical classifcation and 
commodifcation of bodies, lives and ecosystems: the dung beetle, the fies, 
the urine all connect equally in a web rather than a vertical chain of 
co-becomings. Bringing back balance to naturalcultural ecocultural systems 
gives back to the entire multispecies community a thousandfold. 

Tese spiritual, cultural and epistemological relationships are not simply 
abstract or symbolic, but sympoetic. Tey are relationships via which native 
communities make and create with other bodies, with landscapes and with 
other interconnected lives. When hunted, bison are frst asked permission to 
be killed, and forgiveness is asked of the individual bison that is culled.90 
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Figure 6.13 Te spectacular Rainbow Scarab beetle. (Sebastian Eder) 

Psychic mechanisms of stereotyping bison lives as “all the same” and killing 
without emotional distress are abandoned for a hybrid relationality where 
“every bison life taken is a cause of shared grief.”91 Tese kinds of multispecies 
embodied afective practices, underpinned by Indigenous axiologies of inter-
connected life, also have deep ecosystemic implications. When killed for the 
community, each and every part of the bison is used, the meat as a vital source 
of protein, the hide and bones used in ceremony to re-establish the important 
epistemic, psychic and embodied connections to the bison.92 

Te cascading efects of free-ranging bison beautifully demonstrate how 
Indigenous threads of multispecies relationality are forms of scientifc story-
telling of spatial and ecosystemic realities. Tese relationalities often extend 
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along large swathes of unhindered ecosystem boundaries, such as the routes 
of seasonal bison migrations.Tis ecosystemic and multispecies conceptualiza-
tion of land is very diferent from settler-colonialist concepts of land ownership 
and management via spaces that are often divided by walls and fences, such 
as the borders between national parks and private lands, between public and 
private lands, and between the private properties of two diferent owners. 
Tese dominant epistemic and economic paradigms of land use are the basis 
of material ecosystem fragmentation and lack of freedom of multispecies 
movement, essential for ecosystemic health and sustainability. 

Tribes, settler-colonial forces and contemporary colonial political powers 
have always known that there is a convergence of interest between tribal 
interests and bison/ecosystem interests, and that the fates of both are deeply 
related. Treaty rights (for example, water rights) are ceaselessly being attacked 
or threatened to undermine these ecosystemic links and need to be constantly 
protected via legal channels.93 Te survivance of Indigenous as well as bison/ 
ecosystem identity and culture in these ecosytemically understood spaces is 
therefore deeply linked to concrete questions of land sovereignty, that is to 
say rights that connect to political and legal questions of land and treaty 
declarations and agreements that determine who controls these ecosystems 
that these multispecies communities are dependent upon. Te Wind River 
Reservation “was established in the 1860s and overseen by the Bureau of 
Indian Afairs with the goal of assimilating the Eastern Shoshone and 
Northern Arapaho into farmers and ranchers.”94 Enclaving these unwanted 
bodies spatially was therefore part of the settler-colonial masterplan to control-
and-capture multispecies lives and ecosystems (both human and non) in order 
to exploit, extract and exterminate. 

Te Indigenous sovereignty paradigm provides a glitch within the dominant 
colonial notions of forced and controlled sovereignty via their ecosystemic 
understanding of their land. Indigenous sovereignty is intimately connected 
to the cultural and spiritual paradigms mentioned above, as well as with the 
uninterrupted movement of life within the ecosystem at large. Indigenous 
spirituality and sovereignty are also linked precisely because both spiritual 
and legal rights are sustained by a healthy and thriving multispecies ecosystem 
that is being actively restored and sustained on tribal lands. When these links 
between land sovereignty, spirituality and ecological resource commodifcation 
are made evident, it becomes very clear why both Native Americans and bison 
were caged-and-staged in shows and zoos. Such forced representations were 
essential precursors to actual capture-and-control of Indigenous and bison 
bodies, lands and ecosystems. 

Despite these vast diferences between colonial versus multispecies “borders,” 
the very presence of State and National Parks (land imperfectly set aside for 
a multispecies and public common ecocultural good) as well as sovereign 
tribal lands (which in theory gives Indigenous people the agency and power 
to make land use decisions) are a glitch within the general ideological appa-
ratus of Cybercene state capture-and-control of bodies, lives and ecosystems. 
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As I  have noted, historical ecological paradigms played a role in removing 
Indigenous presence from public conservation lands. However, some of these 
historical injustices are slowly being remedied, with coalition-style presence 
of diferent multispecies links being nurtured to protect ecosystems. Discursive, 
legal and political pressures, coming directly out of settler-colonial paradigms, 
are still being applied, and are often couched within the performative political 
cybermediatic discourse of State-versus-Federal rights to try and diminish 
the power of such lands, in order to manage and control the glitch. For 
example, the State of Montana has pushed back against revitalization of wild 
bison populations beyond the artifcial boundary of Yellowstone National 
Park, thus choosing to force park ofcials to “ship-to-slaughter” any bison 
that migrate outside park boundaries. Such capture-and-control perspectives 
pit two paradigms against each other: one that categorizes all life as domes-
ticated and hence ultimately defned by as a resource for human communities 
via capture-and-control, and the other, Indigenous paradigm of life as a wild 
relation, and therefore worthy of an ethical relationship that should be care-
fully nurtured. 

Which of these two paradigms will win out? Te examination of this case 
within the multispecies studies theoretical framework of this book suggests 
that the most promising way for sustainable ecocultural models to be successful 
is to focus on transitioning the epistemologies and axiologies of more enrolled 
members of the tribes and the broader voting communities of the states of 
Wyoming and Montana from Cybercene-fuelled resource-based approaches 
to ethical embodied and multispecies relationship-based approaches. Te 
restoration of a situated assemblage of knowledges, based on both Indigenous 
multispecies axiologies and cultural practices as well as the latest scientifc 
know-how is a promising pathway. Te story of the revitalization of 
Indigenous/bison lives in the American West provides a potent antidotal 
discourse to the de-situated follies of the Cybercene, and a reason to hope 
that more such successful eforts may be possible in other places and spaces. 
Tis is a story of deep multispecies collaboration between the bison and the 
GYES’ multispecies communities, folks from the Wind River Tribal Bufalo 
Initiative, the Inter-Tribal Bison Council,Yellowstone National Park’s scientists 
and organizations such as the Greater Yellowstone Coalition. Teir passionate 
sympoetic eforts of biodiverse caring and kinship movingly demonstrate the 
power of “unexpected collaborations and combinations” fostered by a multi-
species paradigm. 



 

 

  
 

 
 

  
 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

A Humanimal Guide to Staying with 
the Trouble and the Joy 

Te chapters of this book have explored parrot social networks, tragic parti-
tions of land, charismatic mini-foxes, diligent dung beetles, ferocious 
biocultural violence, mosquito-hungry fsh, campy drag queens, fragrant spice 
mixtures, cyberscreen-fed polarization and paranoia, curious dolphins, myste-
rious fungal networks, exclusive gated communities, trickster orchids and 
much more. All these examples of naturalcultural co-becomings worked 
sympoetically to shatter the anthropocentric perspectives of knowledge and 
culture that profoundly dominate human attentiveness. Such prevailing 
human-exclusive attentiveness in turn shapes our relentless strategic meaning-
making and mapping via our mediatic, educational and other cultural systems, 
severely delimiting our multispecies futures. In Kafka’s Zoopoetics, author 
Naama Harel cites Chabris and Simons to describe a famous psychological 
experiment—“Te Invisible Gorilla”—to show how human meaning-making 
sustains the “systematic exclusion of the nonhuman”:1 

In this experiment, subjects were shown a short video of two groups 
passing basketballs around and asked to count how many times the 
players in one of the groups pass the ball. Halfway through the video, 
someone in a gorilla suit strolls into the middle of the screen, pounds 
his chest, and then walks out of the frame. Focusing entirely on the 
given assignment, about half of the subjects missed the gorilla. When 
asked if they had noticed anything unusual, whether they had spotted 
anything walk through the scene, even more specifcally—if they had 
seen a gorilla, the answer was no. Tis experiment demonstrates selec-
tive attention, also known as inattentional blindness, such that we fail 
to see things we are not prepared to see.2 

Tis book calls for a multispecies paradigm shift to mitigate our chronic 
inattentional blindness towards our critter-kin. It asks us to change our viewing 
assignment drastically. Since we often fail to see relations we are not prepared 
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to see or have consistently learned to ignore, it follows that we must transform 
our cultural seeing paradigms towards attentiveness to our multispecies past, 
present and futures. Such a paradigm shift also unsettles the biased ways in 
which we do create meaning and value when we pay attention to nonhuman 
lives. Given the importance of attentiveness, viewing and cultural interpreta-
tion, this book placed our highly curated media practices (both past and 
present) as central to meaning-making, identity creation, and therefore to our 
relations with those within our own species as well as our nonhuman critter-
kin in the Anthropocene. 

“Hello World!” is an iconic frst phrase used by computer scientists as a 
traditional rite of passage to verify that new coding languages and systems 
are set up correctly.3 Tis book also says “Hello World”—but to deploy an 
old/new code and system of exploring human cultures via a multispecies 
paradigm shift. By doing so, this research promotes a new humanities or 
posthumanities, where the “post-” does not vaguely signify “after” without 
proposing concrete answers to what that could mean. It is an invitation to 
an exciting and ethically glitching multispecies posthumanities. It is a rigor-
ously collaborative and sympoetic endeavor that engages in transdisciplinary 
multispecies studies exploration in an age of accelerated digital transformation. 
It is an enhanced and biodiverse humanities in which naturalculural studies 
greatly expands (but also includes) the current scope and remit of cultural 
studies. Tis book makes the argument that, in the Greatest Acceleration, it 
would be myopic and detrimental to explore human–technology intra-action 
without also focusing on Homo sapiens’ deep yet fraying ties to the natural 
world. Re-storying our ecocultural systems through such a paradigm allows 
us to understand circles of kinship in the Anthropocene and the Cybercene 
as complex matrices of intra-active material, ontological, ecological, afective 
and cultural attachments, all formed and sustained via direct and indirect 
cascading trophic connections. Te environmental humanities have already 
engaged in explorations of ontological, material and afective turns in order 
to decenter the human and culture. However, a multispecies paradigm shift 
allows EH to interpret our places and spaces as rich and complex ecocultural 
systems in an even more deliberately multispecies way; to understand them 
to be replete with innumerable naturalcultural relationships of agency, 
co-becoming and intra-action. Te case studies explored in this book demon-
strate that relationships (family, kinship, community), deeply personal afects 
and psychic processes (loneliness, fear, hate, trust, paranoia) and social practices 
(meaning-making, storytelling, media habits, political strategy), normally 
relegated exclusively to the realm of human culture, actually have deep cause-
and-efect connections with biodiverse systems. Tese are all ecocultural 
processes and phenomena. Conversely, natural systems have deeply constitutive 
intra-active relationships with human ontologies, afects and epistemologies 
of all kinds. Understanding these complex direct, indirect and cascading 
connections in what Donna Haraway calls natureculture, as consumed and 
interpreted via various media practices, has become even more urgent in the 



226 Our Multispecies Futures

 

 

 
 

  
 

  
 
 
 

  
 

 
  

  
  

 
 
 

 
  

 

 

 

Cybercene, because this is an ecocultural era that has unleashed even more 
powerful ways and means of inattentiveness towards our embodied natural-
cultural realities. Relearning the arts of attentiveness via a multispecies 
paradigm shift can begin to heal the relentless violence caused by all our 
negligence. 

Via multiscalar, transcultural and thick-time analyses, this book has sought 
to accomplish three main goals: frstly, to enhance the environmental humani-
ties by decolonizing the feld and decentering, yet not completely erasing, 
anthropocentric perspectives via a multispecies studies approach. Secondly, 
to propose new naturalcultural studies research methods. Tirdly, to gauge 
the health of ecocultural systems in the context of our digitally connected 
world. Situated knowledges, “standing with” marginalized knowledges 
(human and non) and complicating the researcher/researched duality allowed 
me to fx my positionality and intentionality in this exploration of the scope 
of multispecies studies as a young feld of interdisciplinary research as well 
as a general cultural paradigm within the public sphere. Te frst part of 
this book explored how passionate immersion, cultivating the arts of atten-
tiveness, radical transdisciplinarity and epistemic humility are other key 
presuppositions when embarking on multispecies studies projects. Via the 
two “island” case studies, Wi’ma and Sicily, I outlined the basic method of 
naturalcultural discourse analysis that is utilized throughout the book. Tis 
lab-incubated method ethically glitches the concept of discourse, which 
typically is understood to be exclusive to the realm of the cultural, and 
hence the human. By redefning discourse in naturalcultural contexts as 
“biocultural and biodiverse systems of shared material, ontological, ecocul-
tural and cultural processes and relationships within any given multispecies 
ecocultural community,” I enacted a multispecies paradigm shift within my 
research methodologies and suggested that the same could be attempted by 
others in the future. 

Chapter 2 redefned colonialisms to include not only their human victims 
but equally how they implicate natural and multispecies lives, bodies and 
ecocultural systems. Such a new ecocultural framework opens up the study 
of colonial histories to far greater horizons than have been hitherto explored. 
Important work is being done in this direction in the feld of environmental 
history, but these approaches still typically harbor anthropocentric perspectives 
and biases. Specifcally, my second chapter examined the bio- and eco-political 
othering mechanisms of colonial spectacles such as those of the multispecies 
zoo. I suggested that this unique genre of colonial mediatic meaning-making 
provides us with a good case study to illustrate and analyze lingering historical 
legacies that haunt today’s digital forms of multispecies epistemic capture-
and-control. Further place- and space-specifc research can help illuminate 
how speciesist epistemologies intra-act with other kinds of hegemonic identity 
constructions (gender, sexuality, race, nationality, class status, citizenship, etc.) 
to gain further power to capture-and-control lives, bodies and ecocultural 
systems. Other future studies can examine the intimate connections between 
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our selective inattention towards nonhumans and crucial activities such as 
economic modeling, engineering, medicine, urban planning, architecture, law, 
tourism, social development programs and much more. Doing so could bring 
more integrated approaches to both human and nonhuman multispecies 
individuals and communities. 

A detailed psychoanalytic and postcolonial analysis of the zoo spectacle in 
Chapter 2 also demonstrated how comparisons to the beast, the untamed and 
the wild were and still are some of the most fundamental ways in which the 
colonial double logic of desire and menace, lack and surplus is “made true.” 
Tese mechanisms have only accelerated within de-situated Cybercene 
discourses through cybercitation and re-citation. Besides illustrating the foun-
dational human/nonhuman duality in colonial discourses and demonstrating 
the revitalization of othering mechanisms within new “ecologies of self ” in 
the Cybercene, another important conclusion that can be gleaned from these 
chapters is that the colonial moment is far from over. If colonialisms are 
understood as practices of distancing, domination and control upon Othered 
multispecies bodies, lives and ecosystems for proft, then the Cybercene’s tech-
mediatic-cultural practices have served to accelerate rather than diminish 
these kinds of othering and wasting relationships. Investigating and revealing 
the four cultural-discursive-afective-psychic mechanisms of colonial-cultural 
“capture-and-control” of multispecies lives, bodies and ecocultural systems 
described in Chapter  2 (multispecies othering, epistemic and afective 
distancing, colonial kinship and imagined surplus) allows us to qualitatively 
understand how colonial-cultural storymaking and storytelling need to 
constantly de-situate knowledge in order to make violent extractive actions 
palatable. 

Colonialisms are therefore far from being done with our planet’s multispe-
cies lives. Any waning epistemologies and economies of coloniality since the 
major political decolonizations in the Global South in the twentieth century 
have now been reconstituted by Cybercene mediatic economies of desire 
where bizarre new versions of capture-and-control zoos circulate freely. Tey 
result in increased othering, epistemic polarization and embodied enclaving 
via reciprocal capture. Te power centers of the colonial command economies 
that undertook multispecies othering and commodifcation have somewhat 
shifted away from the primary historical instigators (Western European 
colonial economies) to a multipolar range of cybermediatic-corporate-
spectator-consumer hybrid command economies, directed by both former 
colonial powers and former colonies. Internal and internalized colonialisms 
of all kinds now abound within nation state frameworks. Tis book argues 
that the grand resurgence of colonialisms of many kinds has unsurprisingly 
coincided with the spread of widespread digital habits. Te profound connec-
tion between ubiquitous and now-banal everyday digital media practices and 
the interconnected global ecocultural polycrises that we are facing has not 
been properly recognized, understood or analyzed. Unearthing this important 
link has been one of the primary fndings of this book. 



228 Our Multispecies Futures

 

  

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Given these transformations, the terms “postcolonial” and “postmodern,” 
or even political categories such as “Left” and “Right” are no longer useful 
to map global cultural patterns and trends. Such difusion of cultural power 
centers, but also resurgence of the illogical logic of nineteenth-century-style 
“Great Powers” resource-grabbing, can be witnessed at all scales of discourse— 
from global to national to regional to local down to individual practices of 
identity creation. If the colonial moment has been revitalized in the Cybercene, 
it is also important to understand how everyone is included in its gaping maw 
and drowned in its tsunami of digital slop—creating new and old forms of 
hegemonic and oppressed individuals and ecocultural communities. In the 
Cybercene, sentience-swapping, screen-life hyperconvergence and the quad-
ruple role of the cyberscreen as map, mirror, mass communicator and procurer 
has brought about deep changes to the discursive-technological apparatuses. 
Tese gadgets form and reinforce our personal identities as well as who we 
exclude as others. Conversely, the cultural negotiations of our social selves 
deeply afect the material destinies of our bodies and lives. Since personal 
identities form and inform the collective, it logically follows that our personal 
negotiations via the Cybercene psychic-mediatic mechanisms of desire also 
constitute our collective bio- and ecopolitical attitudes and practices in this 
era. In short, the Cybercene has dramatically changed the stories by which 
we understand the world around us, via the lure of the four Cs—convenience, 
control, connection and consumption—and the quadruple role played by 
cyberscreens. My analysis of the digital capture-and-control of othered bodies 
illustrates the ways in which the Cybercene’s epistemic, discursive and afec-
tive systems have brought about a rapid corrosion of the trust that underpins 
a sense of the commons. Captured bodies, such as those of Sarah Baartman, 
Cécile Kyenge, Satnam Singh and Emmanuel Nnamdi, and the millions of 
other named and unnamed human and nonhuman lives memorialized in this 
project, are representative of the vast number of multispecies bodies that have 
been othered by those cojoined twins of colonial othering—speciesism and 
biopolitical stereotyping—fueled by spectator intra-action and algorithmic 
co-becoming. 

Chapters 2, 3 and 4 analyzed the complicated and often damaging play 
spectator/consumers engage in to control-and-capture life. Tese archives of 
mediatic ecocultural damage served as the foundation to then, in Part Tree 
of the book, locate and analyze examples where communities and ecosystems 
have successfully glitched such corrosive othering mechanisms. I do not want 
to give a false impression of easy liberation from colonial forms of capture-
and-control by illustrating examples of ethical glitching. On the contrary, 
Chapters 5 and 6 show the deeply complex and challenging nature of such 
paradigm shifts and the harm it can cause to those standing up and standing 
with communities of multispecies care and kinship. Tat said, it is also impor-
tant to reject omnipresent epistemologies of crisis and instead embrace possible 
epistemologies of coordination as a response to crises.4 Chapter 5 described 
the ethical glitch as a spontaneous or strategic error that, when harnessed 
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within epistemic, discursive and afective cultural systems, can cause captured-
and-controlled lives to run away in a more coordinated fashion. Some of the 
success stories of efective glitches examined Part Tree also utilize the 
discursive-technological apparatuses of the Cybercene and turn them to 
restorative ends, thus proving my hypothesis that the problems we face are 
not technological per se, but epistemic, psychic, cultural and humanistic in 
nature. Te cases of multispecies healing and habitability in the fnal chapter 
provide glimpses of possible solutions that are based on a proper understanding 
of cyber-discursive and cyber-afective mechanisms to move the planetary 
dial towards epistemologies and afects of multispecies attentiveness, care and 
kinship. Te case of the new Somali diasporic relationality with food demon-
strates adaptable and collaborative strategies of multispecies belonging via 
cyberscenes in the face of acute community spatial dispersal due to confict. 
Ultimately, living and caring diasporic bodies and their digital and embodied 
intra-actions with other plant, animal and human communities via food 
practices make the glitch both strategic and material, causing colonial othering 
stereotypes within cybercontent to fall apart and become more complex, 
nuanced, hybrid and therefore not easily controllable. Tis example of multi-
species diasporic nation-building through food demonstrates how mediatic 
national or racial stereotypes also contain the seeds of their own breakdown, 
which can be used strategically by subaltern content creators and cooks to 
glitch the system and provide transcorporeal pathways to belong and  relate 
to the world. Instead of a spectacle optimized for narrow meaning and a 
frictionless interaction, we have an intra-face that exemplifes viscosity: the 
unavoidable stickiness, nonlinear and fuid inter-dependent nature of diferent 
naturalcultural agents that intra-act and co-become in any ecocultural system. 
Te viscosity of things, and the trouble and joy this implies, allows for an 
understanding that glitches the colonial into a liberatory and open form of 
possible care and kinship: “ways of knowing and being with others involve 
careful attention to what matters to them.”5 

Te glitching performances of Vaginal Davis and Fertile La Toyah Jackson 
as re-cited on YouTube show how disidentifcatory citations, when combined 
with a refective stance, can successfully complicate corrosive and reductive 
colonial defnitions and discourses of family, femininity, masculinity, reproduc-
tion and love. Fertile’s miraculous birthings and the caring friendship between 
Vaginal and Fertile open up the spectator/consumer to expansive and inclusive 
kinds of ethical relationality, care and kinship. By normalizing the liberatory 
sexual and reproductive body and its bio- and soulpower, their flm accom-
plishes oddkin-making of queer sexuality, so often actively disowned and 
prosecuted by comparisons to the beast or the bestial. Te fnal case study of 
the revitalization of the human-bison community in the Wind River Tribal 
Reservation celebrates an initiative that acknowledges a simple yet constantly 
repressed fact: we are all connected.Te painstaking recovery of a free-ranging 
conservation herd rather than captured-and-controlled “ranched” bison is 
bringing a cascading series of naturalcultural efects to Wind River. Ethical 
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glitches such as these constantly remind us that nothing exists in seclusion. 
Powerful colonial fantasies of unmitigated freedom to capture, commodify 
and consume continue to insist otherwise. Te “ethical glitch” that all these 
case studies represent is so called because it still works within the system of 
colonial relations, but introduces agents who act with a thick-perspective 
rather than an obsessively “caged-and-staged” one. Tis is a sympoetic form 
of intra-action, rather than the colonial autopoetic mechanism of obsessively 
controlling the meaning attached to bodies, lives and entire ecocultural systems 
in order to other them for proft. 

Te overall question that all these cases explored was: how do we concretely 
move towards a thriving planet that is more capable of sustaining multispecies 
communities in a historical moment dominated by powerful Colonial-
Cybercene “othering” mechanisms? Te answer emerges from the generative 
situated perspectives of multispecies naturalcultural experts, such as those 
I have sought to celebrate in this book. Kyle Whyte argues: 

If the focus of knowing the world is on kinship relationships, then 
it is quite possible to wonder whether in today’s time that it is possible 
to restore kin. For kinship relationships cannot be restored overnight. 
Many of the most important kinship relationships take time to develop. 
Tere is no guarantee that during the time it takes to develop those 
relationships, that certain issues within ecological systems will be 
simply repaired. Te weight of kinship is very diferent from the sense 
of imminence in crisis epistemologies.6 

Passionately revaluing and nurturing multispecies lives, bodies and ecocultural 
systems within sympoetic communities is the frst step to releasing multi-
being and multi-kind lives from the wasteful constraints of normative speciesist 
colonial forms of control and connectivity. Epistemic humility and adaptability 
could be the foundation for restorative ecocultural systems of belonging, care 
and ethical kinship for all multispecies bodies, lives and ecosystems. Tis book 
enacts such epistemic humility by ascribing nonhuman lives with the agency, 
power and role of co-equal producers of culture and theory. 

Towards these restorative ends, the Multispecies Futures Lab continues to 
sustain ties to its older projects and pursue new ones. Te study of food as a 
multispecies relationship has already become one thematic focus: the lab has 
incubated a Global Food Studies: Ecocultural Diversity and Sustainability course. 
At the time of writing, a new collaborative and long-term project that engages 
both undergraduate and graduate students is the “Multispecies Bruins Tick-
Map.” Tis initiative seeks to narrate the UCLA campus to its humanimal 
community via a multispecies paradigm, connecting quantitative and qualitative 
data via ever-expanding “layers” of plant, animal, fungi and micro-organism 
presence and intra-action. Creative writing, arts and performance studies 
students, as well as aspiring phycologists, microbiologists, zoologists, and 
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mycologists, etc. will hopefully add future layers of multispecies meaning to 
this naturalcultural map. Other lab-based plans include building on the 2025 
Channel Islands feld trip to create an annual nomadic “Multispecies Futures 
Global Institute” that is open to graduate students and other scholars from 
around the world. Such a traveling compact-yet-generative experience would 
allow this book and its cojoined lab to become catalysts in fostering a sustain-
able and caring research global community around “all things multispecies.” 

A key conclusion in this project is that in the Colonial-Cybercene, speciesism 
continues to be foundational to dominant ways of thinking, feeling, acting, 
relating and belonging. It is the bedrock of the many kinds of otherings that 
have gained rather than lost momentum in the Cybercene’s discursive-
technological desire machine. Te solution to steering away from wasted lives 
and towards equitable empowerment lies in providing Cybercene societies 
with a clear vision of how much all lives and ecosystems have in common, 
and the creation of such a common sense of belonging, rather than policies 
that isolate, apportion, divide and demarcate, making everything a zero-sum 
game between competing interests. Gandhi’s nonviolent satyagraha was based 
on such an idea of a commons, even though it may not have been as explicitly 
multispecies as I  am reformatting it to be: a community based upon “the 
selfess devotion (bhakti) to communicate with the ‘Other’ (ontologically 
conceived as the interdependence of all things), and the corresponding moral 
and political duty” to persistently engage in the search for the truth 
(satyagraha).7 As several examples in this book have illustrated, speciesism 
and the alterity of animality are foundational to the othering of human lives 
and communities. Christopher Peterson argues that this foundational disa-
vowal of animality must be addressed for meaningful change to occur: 

If negative stereotypes about nonhuman animals are the condition of 
possibility for negative stereotypes about social and political minori-
ties, then avowing human animality would seem to hold much 
political promise.8 

Te avowal of human animality is key to arriving at a collective sense of the 
multispecies commons. To do this is to move the needle of discourse away from 
damaging multispecies identity politics and cultural wars towards the ecosys-
temic common good, without ignoring the realities of the diferent marginalized 
groups, human and non, that are being exploited. Tis broad public awareness 
of multispecies belonging can be most efectively accomplished by harnessing 
the powerful potential of the internet, creating a glitch within the othering 
system by using its own mechanisms of hyperconvergence, virality and algo-
rithmic might. However, as my analysis of the Somali diaspora’s reformatting 
of belonging via multispecies food connections demonstrates, the success of 
these discursive glitches can only be accomplished by also providing spectator/ 
consumers with trustworthy embodied tethers, which can only come from 
sustained intra-active experiences of the multispecies commons. Terefore, 

https://commons.To
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while these solutions would be multifaceted as well as digital, it is important 
to recognize the fundamental need for embodied experiences of ecosystemic 
connection to truly empower persons and communities. 

Both the proposed academic and community-based pathways that follow 
fundamentally emphasize the need for a multispecies commons where coop-
eration (caring and laboring with), sympoesis (making-with), and more 
generally being and becoming with selves, others, humans and nonhumans 
is a corrective to the arrogance, isolation and paranoia of the Cybercene. 
Although these conclusions have been discussed recently by psychologists, 
educators and many other researchers, the originality of what I  propose in 
this study is its unwavering emphasis on multispeciesism. In a moment of 
rapid devaluation of human agency via new forms of automation, relearning 
and revaluing our deep humanimal connections to our vast multispecies family 
may just be that crucial strategic ethical glitch that throws open the doors to 
a more just, sustainable and joyful future. 

Multispecies Studies: Further Avenues in Research and Teaching 

Given the many directions our multispecies journey together has taken us, 
I’d like to summarize some thoughts on future directions that academic 
researchers and students could undertake within the young feld of multispe-
cies studies. Several scholars and institutions are already beginning to work 
in these and other directions, but far more needs to be done urgently to build 
and strengthen multispecies studies globally. 

A meaningful new or post-humanities must be a multispecies one. Te humani-
ties must adapt and change in our transformed world to newer conceptualizations 
of culture as natureculture, thus glitching the inherent anthropocentrism that 
still thrives within its core tenets and approaches. Such a strategic renewal 
would lead to an ethical and methodological investment in our multispecies 
world, rather than abandoning it to the nihilistic propensities of the prefx 
“post-” (a post-apocalyptic post-human future) or to anthropocentric fantasies 
that do not corroborate with our deeply multispecies reality. Engaging in 
observation and analysis of natureculture via a multispecies paradigm would 
in turn call for a foundational epistemic humility. Tis attitude can help foster 
epistemic interdisciplinarity and diversity, thus building thicker accounts of 
any given research question in place- and space-specifc studies. It moves 
beyond anthropocentric defnitions of language, culture, communication, 
sentience and intelligence to allow nonhuman cultures to be possibly vastly 
and incomprehensibly diferent from ours, and yet (or perhaps, therefore) 
worthy of great respect. Building such strategic humility into naturalcultural 
research methodologies can lead to an openness that places new value on 
place- and space-specifc embodied experiences of multispecies adaptation 
and living. Haraway’s concept of situated knowledges allows the researcher 
to then form an assemblage of such expertise, where diferent perspectives 
form “unexpected collaborations and combinations.” Tese methods allow for 
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thicker decolonial rational knowledge claims that do not have to make the 
false choice between rigid autopoetic empiricism and easy relativism. For the 
creation of an ever-better scientifc method, many cultural-colonial dichoto-
mies need to be revisited via strategic epistemic humility such as, but not 
limited to: human/animal, culture/nature, man/woman, heterosexual/queer, 
meaning/afect,epistemology/ontology,mind/body,meaning/matter,animate/ 
inanimate, disciplinary expertise/generalist knowledge and researcher/ 
researched. 

Transdisciplinarity is key to a robust multispecies posthumanities. Tis book 
has investigated how and why the creation of a rigorously multispecies post-
humanities should also be a vital opportunity to urgently rethink siloed 
identity-based knowledge felds, units and departments separated into humani-
ties, social science and science: these include “area” studies; national 
culture-based programs; gender, race, sexuality and other identity group studies, 
as well as detached units in biological, ecological and conservation studies 
that do not yet engage meaningfully with humanities units. By creating 
stronger links and bridges between these various important partial knowledge 
claims, all are able listen, learn and coordinate solutions for ecocultural sustain-
ability in place- and space-specifc contexts. Researchers in the biological and 
ecological sciences and beyond would beneft by opening up to more collabo-
rative engagement with such transdisciplinary humanistic, philosophical and 
ethical pathways while humanities researchers could open up rich possibilities 
by engaging in the material and ontological realities of ecocultural systems. 

Humanists would equally proft by engaging with a new multispecies 
posthumanities that connects the diferent experimental approaches within 
transdisciplinary confgurations such as the environmental, digital, medical 
and urban humanities. Only by accomplishing such meaningful integration 
can the resulting transcultural and transdisciplinary assemblage of knowledge 
as the posthumanities more honestly propose itself to the public as central 
rather than peripheral to the mission of educational institutions. In this book, 
I suggested and then utilized a trans-subaltern naturalcultural approach that 
converges the attentiveness and interests of economically and naturalculturally 
marginalized sections of ecocultural systems. Akin to Vicente Diaz’s transin-
digenous approach described in Chapter 6, trans-subaltern knowledges would 
continue to recognize and value the specifc histories, identities, challenges 
and opportunities faced by unique place-specifc groups. However, trans-
subaltern conversations would then also liberate these separate studies and 
allow them be relevant to much broader ecocultural contexts and communities 
by fostering “lateral reach across space and time.”9 Via newer trans-subaltern 
approaches, the presence and knowledge of such communities and thinkers 
would become valued as lynchpins within a broad coalition of posthumanities 
multispecies knowledges, rather than being treated as marginalized voices, as 
the “stone guests” we encountered in Chapter 1,10 or completely disregarded 
as inferior lives to be captured-and-controlled within dominant knowledge 
systems. 
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What kinds of methods would such a global multispecies, transcultural, 
transdisciplinary and trans-subaltern posthumanities use to better understand 
and revalue ecocultural systems? EH and ecocritical approaches have already 
provided many options for understanding the interconnections between the 
environment and human cultural texts. With full faith that scholars will 
continue to put forward many other techniques in the future, this book 
proposes naturalcultural discourse analysis as one basic valuable methodology 
to symptomatically read and analyze the various entanglements of culture 
and ontology in any given ecocultural system: the co-becoming of ideas, 
images, texts, values, but also of and with material, embodied, trophic rela-
tions. Tis kind of analysis enables the study of the efects and consequences 
of human cultural “meaning-making” on the natural world—meanings that 
consciously or unconsciously place relative values upon lives, bodies and 
ecosystems in those living natural systems, and vice versa. It also allows a 
further study of how epistemic, afective, psychic and cultural systems in 
place- and space-specifc settings are constituted over time by the natural 
world, including by humanimal bodies. Finally, by glitching the defnition of 
“discourse” to also include systems of material biological and ecological rela-
tions in ecocultural systems, naturalcultural discourse analysis allows 
multispecies studies to freely and humbly engage in and with biodiverse 
communities without ignoring or devaluing the importance of nonhuman 
epistemologies and multispecies ontological and afective agency. 

In addition to deploying naturalcultural discourse analysis in a myriad of 
case studies, this book has also demonstrated the utility of an innovative 
visualization method for these analyses: multispecies thick-mapping. At its heart, 
this Multispecies Futures Lab-developed version of thick-mapping is a way to 
make visible the invisible or indirect connections between and within multi-
species lives, bodies and ecocultural systems. Both prototypes of such maps 
in this book—the Agro Pontino and the Scala dei Turchi—focus on storytelling 
and meaning-making to recenter the researcher’s and the spectator’s attentive-
ness to direct, indirect and cascading ecocultural connections. Rather than 
obsessively capturing-and-controlling bodies, lives, places and spaces to create 
a highly narrowed-down focus on lives as resources, these new maps cultivate 
intra-species complexity and agency via layered investigations and storytelling. 
In this way, multispecies thick-mapping shows itself to be an important 
qualitative complement to more data-driven analyses of our digitally connected 
societies, places and spaces. Rather than frictionless lives, this visualization 
method honors viscosity—that inevitable stickiness of being—between the 
many attachment sites that characterize multispecies oddkin companionships 
in all ecocultural realities. 

Both naturalcultural discourse analysis and multispecies thick-mapping 
bring attention back to the greatly ignored but fundamental importance of 
what I’d like to call multispecies ecocultural knowledge (MEK). Many examples 
throughout previous chapters have illustrated how plants, animals, fungi and 
microbes are experts of their own ecological and ecocultural niches. 
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Naturalcultural discourse analysis revalues these sympoetic situated knowl-
edges, in opposition to colonial “thin” knowledges that are often presented 
with great arrogance and authority. Tese humbler yet powerful knowledges 
include the already well-known traditional ecological knowledge (TEK). Tis 
project makes the case for the inclusion of nonhuman ecological knowledge 
rather than limiting expertise to the realm of Homo sapiens. Adam J. Fix, 
Hugh Burnam and Ray Gutteriez propose that TEK itself should be under-
stood as a portal towards valuable interspecies collaboration: “We propose 
that interspecies thinking as a collaborative concept should begin with the 
Indigenous cosmological foundations of TEK, which provide the basis for 
intercultural collaboration, and from this position choose to focus most 
intensively on the narratives and practices that comprise the human/nonhuman 
animal divide.”11 Valuing both MEK and TEK together is to recognize path-
ways of mutualistic intra-actions between the two. Tis approach can allow 
research to bring back value to what my colleague Professor Pasquale 
Verdicchio, called “artisanal intelligence,” a kind of place- and space-specifc 
and embodied intelligence that complements but also supersedes de-situated 
artifcial intelligence. Is not earthworm engineering (class Oligochaeta) of our 
agricultural land and the beaver’s (genus Castor) ecologically benefcial intra-
action with water bodies as worthy of our attentiveness and respect as human 
works of ingenuity? Ethically integrating both MEK and TEK within 
command economies would mean decentralizing them and valuing multispe-
cies innovation and ecocultural entrepreneurship—just as we accomplished 
in our naturalcultural discourse analysis of Chumash tomol in the Wi’ma 
Island case study in the Introduction. Nonhuman labor and innovation within 
their own ecocultural niches (for example, the bison community’s crucial 
contributions to co-making a vibrant Greater Yellowstone ecocultural system) 
should be respected and recognized as important cultural knowledge. Valuing 
these kinds of situated MEK and TEK innovations require deep love of and 
curiosity towards one’s naturalcultural and multispecies kin as well as a 
propensity to value both general as well as specialized knowledge. Te 
MEK-TEK combination holds up far better in resolving pragmatic place-
based problems than de-situated colonial knowledges fown in from distant 
and distancing command centers. Both MEK and TEK can also be verifed 
by assessing the long-term equilibria of multispecies bodies, lives and ecosys-
tems. Researchers can read and confrm what is being produced as “knowledge” 
within the assembled “accounts of the distinctive experiential worlds, modes 
of being, and biocultural attachments.”12 Finally, it is important that none of 
the newfound appreciation of MEK and TEK should ignore considerations 
of how to use this knowledge ethically, including providing fair compensation 
for authorship and labor. 

Te newfound attentiveness that naturalcultural discourse analysis and 
multispecies thick-mapping bring to these bountiful and deeply passionate 
naturalcultural co-becomings should be harnessed within the new posthu-
manities via biodiverse teaching. How can multispecies perspectives be creatively 
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woven into teaching both within the classroom and beyond, and not only in 
subjects directly related to the environment, but within many other subjects, 
from mathematics to economics to business management to law? Students 
can develop their own research projects within courses that allow them to 
utilize the lens of their own specializations and majors, but use common 
posthumanistic tools such as thick-mapping, ecocritical analysis and natural-
cultural discourse analysis. Tey may also begin to integrate their academic 
work with their afective and relational experiences, allowing for passionate 
immersion within their initiatives. Tese kinds of deeply situated and tethered 
courses can hopefully bring back value and resources to the multispecies 
posthumanities. 

As Chapters 3 and 4 have demonstrated, a rigorous posthumanities multi-
species studies curriculum cannot exclude an exploration of Cybercene media 
studies. Damage to or care for our natural and our cultural ecosystems are 
connected to the dramatically diferent and narrowed-down attentiveness that 
our cyberscreen-based lives provide, leading to a strong tendency of capture-
and-control of attentions, afects and meanings. Future Cybercene media 
studies research and teaching within new units such as the digital humanities 
could analyze the many intra-actions between online digital epistemologies, 
afects, discourses and practices and naturalcultural contexts. Empowering 
spectator/consumers to recognize basic personal and collective Colonial-
Cybercene strategies such as sentience-swapping would entail opening up 
access to Cybercene-relevant literacy, and from there, to more refective media 
habits. It is essential that a sympoetic, decolonial and transdisciplinary post-
humanities be fostered within academic communities globally and that these 
explorations be made more accessible to wider audiences. Critical digital 
humanities can further explore the lure of cyberscreen otherings and its psychic 
mechanisms of inattentional blindness and habitual capture-and-control. 
Students/spectators/consumers can be educated about the violent conse-
quences of epistemic polarization and embodied enclaving. 

Other theoretical frameworks can add much to the approach used in this 
book to exploring new media reception in the Cybercene. Te role of the 
active spectator/consumer, made evident in Chapters 3 and 4, can be turned 
into useful knowledge to empower students via curricula that teach Cybercene 
media literacy to all generations. Such initiatives should begin to infuence 
implementation of proper regulation measures and awareness of proper media 
usage in the Cybercene; for example a state bill implementing literacy curricula 
on media disinformation was signed into law in California in November 
2023.13 Australia’s social media ban for under-16 year olds went into efect 
in December 2025.14 Besides work on new media literacy, the digital humani-
ties should honestly explore the many pros and cons of “A.I.”-driven learning 
and “A.I.”-driven command economies in addition to training students in 
A.I.-building and management. Such thoughtful and integrated approaches 
to innovation could possibly lead to ethical and pragmatic deployment of 
new tech systems that foster rather than degrade our multispecies commons. 
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Community Pathways Towards a Multispecies Paradigm 

Te previous section proposed some approaches by which a new multispecies 
posthumanities can revitalize the academic study of ecocultural systems on 
our battered and transformed, but still bountiful planet. Tis next and fnal 
part of the conclusion suggests some community-based pathways of fostering 
naturalcultural attentiveness based on the fndings of previous chapters. Tis 
entire study demonstrates how none of the specifc ecological mitigation 
measures proposed by the scientifc community—for example, rewilding, 
conservation, re-engineering of urban spaces and industrial supply chains to 
consider multispecies lives and symbiosis—can be ultimately upscaled widely, 
quickly and efciently enough unless the general public move away from their 
deeply embedded Anthropocene delusion—the master-narrative that humans 
are exceptional relative to other beings on the planet. For example, a study 
of Austin, Texas’ incorporation of the agency of bat colonies in urban plan-
ning initiatives illustrate how concrete measures remain incomplete without 
a cultural multispecies paradigm shift. Te research concluded that “while 
interspecies interactions shape urban environments, societal perceptions remain 
largely anthropocentric, underscoring the challenges in integrating non-human 
perspectives into urban planning and governance.”15 

Te surest pathway towards giving the public a feeling a sense of care and 
kinship beyond species boundaries and zero-sum games begins with fostering 
nature-attentiveness and -connectedness—incrementally forging a diferently 
tethered, deeply passionate and embodied kinship that unsettles unrelenting 
Cybercene mediatic reciprocal capture. Te approaches discussed here should 
be regarded as gradual practices of mitigation and restoration rather than 
magical quick-fxes after centuries of unrelenting abuse and damage. Just as 
the deterioration of an ecocultural system can be rapid but its restoration a 
complex and slow process, so will multispecies ecocultural caring and restora-
tion in the Cybercene take time and consistent efort from a broad coalition 
of multispecies actors. Despite this caveat, it is also true that paradigm shifts 
can occur surprisingly quickly, if they are done efectively and within a cultural 
context that is already ready to embrace such change. Readers will notice the 
interdependence and connections between the diferent pathways I  discuss 
below. Indeed, the approaches explored here intersect and aid each other in 
an intra-active web-like fashion, rather than a linear structure, none being 
able to sustain the push towards care and kinship without the existence of 
the other pathways. 

In a digitally connected world where de-situated, decontextualized citations 
are given new value, a key ethical glitch to promote rational knowledge claims 
would be to foster assemblages of situated knowledges in communities. As the 
world creeps towards ever more de-situated and de-situating “post truth” 
cyber-regimes that engage in othering to promote exploitation, extraction and 
extermination of multispecies lives, situating knowledge once again within 
the contexts of specifc bodies, communities and ecocultural systems is the bedrock 
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of any renewal of trust and value. Donna Haraway’s concept of situated 
knowledges moves us away from the false duality of objectivity vs relativity 
of facts and expertise. Situated knowledges allow for the role of experts to 
be rehabilitated and respected, while simultaneously insisting on strong diver-
sity within the ecosystem of knowledge creation to make sure expertise remains 
an inclusive, collaborative and collective efort, rather than a colonial or 
monocultural one. Perhaps as importantly, Kim TallBear’s principle of 
“standing with” an assemblage of various situated knowledges fnally allows 
us to glitch rigid categorizations of identities, thus going beyond the trap of 
identity politics and towards situated inclusive knowledge-producing groups. 

No efective solutions can ignore the fact that the Cybercene is a product 
and the newest iteration of the power of colonial-minded command economies. 
In the Cybercene, tech-hype and sentience-swapping have greatly expanded 
proft-making via the lure of unlimited convenience, control, connectivity and 
consumption and to cyberscreen spectator/consumers around the world. Rather 
than throwing out the baby with the bathwater or reinventing the wheel, a 
meaningful curb on the excesses of unequal economic power via democratic 
checks can help create a more just and sustainable economic and cultural 
ecosystem while still encouraging ethical free enterprise—a fairer ecocultural 
system that mitigates and rebalances excessive accumulation of power and 
capital within a tiny minority of local, regional, national and international 
governmental institutions. Tese checks, in turn, will allow for a far more 
equitable, sustainable and thriving planetary economic system that reduces 
wasted lives and landscapes in the single-minded pursuit of short-term proft 
for shareholders. Corporatespeak and tech-washing—the Colonial-Cybercene’s 
two major discursive strategies—need to be recognized and understood as 
cultural techniques that encourage as well as hide diverse forms of exploita-
tion in plain sight while corroding any remaining democratic checks. Such 
de-situated knowledge could be identifed and countered by an ecocultural 
system of multiple discourses all founded upon situated rational knowledge 
claims and multispecies interest-converging groups. Only thick-contexts 
generated within a polycentric democratic system of checks and balances can 
glitch such thin and violent accounts, while still supporting ethical innovation 
and transformation. 

Chapter  3 discussed how sentience-swapping forms the fertile cultural 
terrain that allows for de-situated knowledges to thrive by building trust in 
automation. Tis foundational misrecognition of lively and ethical agency 
allows for a successful redistribution of the value placed on hierarchically 
classifed lives, bodies and ecosystems, both human and non. Sentience-
swapping attributes scarce and valuable biopower and soulpower to cyberscreen 
images and other tech simulacra while simultaneously devaluing multispecies 
and multi-kind ecocultural systems.Tis fundamental swap is a crucial ecocul-
tural precondition to the exploitation and extraction of bio- and soulpower 
for proft within colonial systems of thought and practice. Some global move-
ments have begun to ethically glitch these devaluations by going the other 
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way: legally redefning personhood to include nonhuman lives as well as natural 
“more or less animate” systems such as mountains and rivers within these 
legal classifcations.16 For example, the Māori worked their cosmology into 
legislation in the 2017 Te Awa Tupua (Whanganui River Claims Settlement), 
claiming it as an “indivisible and living whole, comprising of the Whanganui 
River from the mountains to the sea, incorporating its tributaries and all its 
physical and metaphysical elements.”17 Tis incorporation of Indigenous 
cosmologies of care into contemporary legal systems in turn guarantees that 
these ecocultural values will be enshrined in law, which result in benefcial 
protections to specifc situated communities as well as an accrual of planetary-
wide health benefts. Such epistemic and legal ethical glitches are strategic 
anti-colonial moves that can receive much pushback precisely due to the way 
in which they counter historical uses of legalese to usurp bio- and soulpower 
from these living and nurturing entities. Providing multispecies ecocultural 
systems with legal and political protection is probably one of the most efec-
tive forms of demonstrating multispecies care and kinship. Such new kinds 
of naturalcultural multispecies citizenship can revitalize trust in battered 
democratic norms and institutions by conceiving the entire structure of our 
multispecies communities as an overarching system of naturalcultural 
democracy. 

Interest convergence describes how the material or cultural interests of 
large and sometimes even mutually antagonistic cross-sections of society 
can be utilized to forge coalitions. Tis has often been done in the past to 
maintain the hegemonic status quo (for example, the interests shared by 
upper-class and working-class men in marginalizing women, or the interests 
shared by a broad cross-section of human society in sidelining nonhumans). 
Tese interests, in turn, have provided direct material and/or psychic benefts 
to bioculturally dominant bodies through political alliances and material 
privileges while depriving minority communities of the same. Interest 
convergence can however also be used productively to assist in “the difcult 
challenge of forging political solidarities across diferences,”18 and to tackle 
multispecies commodifcation, waste and damage, nurturing collaborative 
power via a strong coalition of situated bodies and knowledges. Te 
Intertribal Bufalo Council, examined in the Indigenous/bison case, is one 
such example of successful interest convergence. Providing a voice to margin-
alized communities should be complemented by a pragmatic and strategic 
interest convergence between the widest possible coalition of communities 
rather than everyone acting separately. Doing this would involve fostering 
relationship-based rather than resource-based knowledges and connection 
rather than only connectivity. Such coalition building has to grow out of 
an attitude of ethical relationality rather than through what has been done 
until now: excessively focusing on narrow identity politics without completing 
the second half of the sentence: how does uplifting _____ ’s lives (put any 
bioculturally marginalized identity group in the blank: dalit, women, animal, 
migrant, plant, working class) eventually help everyone in society, including 
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those within dominant identity groups that form a majority? Interest conver-
gence in human cultural contexts should also be connected to multispecies 
ecological mutualisms, which are really another form of naturalcultural 
symbiosis. A multispecies paradigm shift incorporating interest convergence 
can connect the material interests of both human and nonhuman communi-
ties to foster strategically efective care. 

Besides creating the cultural conditions for multispecies afnity, it is also 
important to let animals, plants, fungi and microbes thrive on their own terms 
to whatever extent possible. When human societies ask themselves the ques-
tion, “what matters to all of us, together?” we initiate epistemologies of care 
and coordination, rather than those of crisis. Tese can lead to better forms 
of multispecies co-habitation with human communities via ethical relationality. 
Such multispecies co-becomings include epistemic, afective and psychic 
avowals of the animality within humans.Tey also entail re-evaluating colonial 
axiologies that prefer hierarchical classifcations of life in order to circumvent 
ethical considerations and reformatting dated notions of conservation that 
do not account for the possibility of productive human sympoesis. Epistemic 
and psychic re-evaluations such as these can glitch metro- and techno-
normative perspectives and practices, allowing broader sections of society to 
co-create their own new inclusive axiologies. If we are products of the stories 
we tell ourselves and each other, then we must imagine the transformational 
potential of the creation and deployment of new multispecies stories based 
on actual embodied rewilding and co-habitation. Te case of bison and 
Indigenous regeneration in the Wind River Tribal Reservation is an example 
of how such work can be and must be done. As seen in the Agro Pontino 
case study, rather than implementing rewilding as a return to Edenic forms 
of nature or Luddite fantasies of reneging on technology completely, it could 
be better conceptualized as a return to multispecies ecocultural relationality, 
where both human and nonhuman naturecultures ethically co-become in 
places and spaces. 

Our Multispecies Futures has essentially explored how placing trust in natural-
cultural relationships—full of co-becomings of interests, attachments, 
meanings, afects, but also fesh, matter, genetics, trophic connections—forms 
the foundation of healthy naturalcultural democracies. As we explored in 
Chapter 6, the magnifcent Rainbow Scarab’s expertise and existence is based 
on trust in a steady supply of bison dung, which in turn relies on healthy 
bison naturalcultural practices of knowledge transmission, family dynamics, 
grazing, movement and migration. Te beetles’ naturalcultural practices of 
dutiful dung retrieval and burial, in turn, form the trustful naturalcultural 
discursive humus upon which entire prairie ecological systems—both human 
and non—have evolved and been sustained. Te recognition of the value of 
ever-expanding circles of kinship (and the acts of care that follow) is built 
on attentiveness and trust in the reliability of such mutualistic intra-active 
connections. Viewed within this context, the Cybercene represents an 
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ecocultural era defned by the degradation of valuable trust in formerly reli-
able naturalcultural relationships; unbalanced climate systems and damaged 
ecological relationships mirror highly fragmented, insulated and isolated 
epistemic, afective and cultural human communities. Overcoming colonial 
mechanisms of distanced meaning-making for proft will require the 
re-establishment of embodied relations of naturalcultural trust once again. 
Turning the tide away from the Colonial-Cybercene’s pervasive and corrosive 
epistemic, discursive, afective and psychic practices will require a broad 
multispecies paradigm shift. A widespread awareness of the mechanisms of 
the multispecies othering and commodifcation practices in the Greatest 
Acceleration may be able to prefgure refection and pragmatic transformation, 
including wise and strategic use of new digital tools and capabilities. 

With each passing day, even these partial knowledge claims and pathways 
towards a broad multispecies paradigm shift seem increasingly distant and 
untenable. In the Colonial-Cybercene, communities around the planet seem 
to be very quickly turning away from the joys of multispecies ethical rela-
tionality and careening towards narrowly focused hyper-efcient command 
economies of capture-and-control for consumption. Frictionless and optimized 
de-situated spectacles have become ubiquitous and preferred to “messier” 
tethered experiences of embodied naturalcultural connections. Image-lures on 
cyberscreens are rapidly gaining efciency via exponential improvements in 
technology to create highly naturalistic deepfakes. Te psychic, discursive and 
afective violence perpetuated via the active citation/participation of spectator/ 
consumers in mediatic-cultural content continues to have profoundly damaging 
material efects on vibrant and vulnerable bodies, lives and ecocultural systems. 
In the space of barely two decades, Colonial-Cybercene paranoid de-situated 
knowledges have come to reign globally. Tis cultural context allows the 
increased and relentless decimation for proft of our planet’s incredible 
biosphere and of the connective tissue that holds our multispecies communi-
ties (human and non) together. In such a rapidly degrading ecocultural 
environment, we further de-situate our epistemologies and afects away from 
multispecies kinship and nature-connectedness by tethering ourselves ever 
more intimately to the glow of our precious cyberscreens. I belong to the last 
generation that experienced childhood and youth without intensive digital 
mediatic intra-action. Will future generations even know what they are 
missing? 

Fragile hope lies in the case studies analyzed in Chapters 5 and 6 that 
explore very diferent yet connected glitching possibilities to the damaging 
efects of Cybercene mechanisms of capture-and-control. Future specifc 
studies on successful glitching ideas and practices could grow into a diverse 
and popular global compendium of such knowledges and practices—those 
magical instances when multispecies lives run away from the colonial violence 
of distancing, control, othering and waste and begin to thrive again within 
thick-matrices of lively belonging, care and kinship. Such a collective archive 
of place- and space-specifc case studies can function as a resource and guide 
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for future collective eforts to foster multispecies planetary rejuvenation—a 
humanimal manual, sympoetically written by a multitude of multispecies 
oddkin and gesturing towards vibrant spaces and places of biodiverse care 
and kinship. 

Te transformative returned gaze of the Channel Island Fox that we experi-
enced in the Preface is a persistent invitation to keep on strategically unlearning 
anthropocentrism and relearning with humility and curiosity.We are constantly 
given such reminders of our relationships by an immense variety of multispe-
cies and “more or less animate” beings, yet we are increasingly distracted or 
dismissive of these beautiful evocations. When will we realize that what we 
are dismissing as trivial has more power than we think? 

Despite our accelerated retreat into the virtual that further encourages our 
Anthropocene delusions, our multispecies companions stay by our side, 
passionately and patiently “doing natureculture” in their own ways, sustaining 
our bodies and quietly enriching our daily existence. 

Occasionally, they sometimes manage to break past our practiced inat-
tentiveness towards them, our disregard for their labor, care and kinship.Tese 
moments strike us like a feeting hallucination or fash of recognition of our 
deeply interconnected reality: simple things like the smell of rain on a parched 
sidewalk, a bellyache, the loving lick of a dog, the incessant chirping of a 
sparrow, a sip from a cup of sweet tea or an animal cartoon character on our 
screen can lead us down a cascading breadcrumb trail of interconnected afects, 
meaning-making and desires. Right after these moments of recognition, if 
we use simple “back of the envelope” informal naturalcultural discourse analysis, 
we could follow the evidence trail to care about these tiny embodied ethical 
glitches within a multiscalar and thick-time context: what prevailing global 
wind patterns brought the rain? How are my microbial gut-buddies doing 
today? How did millennia of co-becoming forge our canine companions’ 
deeply afective bonds with us? How did sparrows become such innovative 
urban dwellers? What is the long global history of refned sugar that made 
this sweet substance so desirable? How do animated human-looking animal 
characters contribute to shaping human-nonhuman relationalities in young 
spectators? Tese considerations lead us into thick-stories of our complex 
ecocultural systems. With such passionate curiosity, we open ourselves up to 
enjoying marvelous matrices of interconnected and cascading meanings, 
desires, matter, afects, fears, bodies and lives. Tese are embodied, deeply 
tethered, profoundly situated and exceptionally nurturing kin- and oddkin-
relationships that we can trust, and therefore truly care for. Tese kinds of 
casual multispecies meditative moments restore us into a fascinating multispe-
cies paradigm and away from our habituated isolation. We sense and 
comprehend “complex ‘ecologies of selves,’dynamic milieus that are continually 
shaped and reshaped, actively—even if not always knowingly—crafted through 
the sharing of ‘meanings, interests and afects,’ as well as fesh, minerals, fuids, 
genetic materials, and much more.”19 

https://curiosity.We


 

 

  

243 guIde to stAyIng wIth the trouble And the Joy 

As companions that have persisted with me to the end of this long journey, 
you too now belong within this vast, intricate and trustworthy multispecies 
assemblage. You’re now part of a sprawling oddkin family, full of situated 
storymaking, storytelling and story-listening, all of it tethered deeply within 
the material and afective matrix of naturalcultural bodies, lives and ecocultural 
systems, always brimming with surprising connections and collaborations. 
Welcome—please make yourself at home in our multispecies futures. 
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13. Te word subaltern denotes any marginalized group or community, typically those 
excluded from dominant power structures. Te word was extensively theorized by 
Antonio Gramsci and taken up again famously by Gayatri Spivak in her essay “Can 
the Subaltern Speak?” (1985). 

14. Vincent Slogan, quoted in Sweeney Windchief and Timothy San Pedro, Applying 
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environmental systems that sustain and promote them. Rather than consider the 
ecological as an exclusive realm of “nature” and the cultural an exclusive concern of 
humans, “natureculture” and “ecoculture” both serve to impress on us the intimate 
connections between multispecies (human and non) natural and cultural lives. 

18. Postcolonial (or post-colonial) studies is an interdisciplinary feld that emerged 
primarily out of literature and cultural studies departments. It studies the political 
and cultural causes and efects of colonialism and imperialism, especially focusing 
on freedom movements and devalued perspectives of colonized communities globally. 
Te closely related and complementary feld of decolonial studies similarly seeks to 
locate alternative epistemologies and practices to those formed within colonial 
contexts. 

19. “What is Ecology?” Te Ecological Society of America, https://esa.org/about/what-does-
ecology-have-to-do-with-me/ (accessed February 11, 2026). 

20. See, for example, Rob Nixon, “Environmentalism and Postcolonialism,” in Ania 
Loomba et al. (eds), Postcolonial Studies and Beyond (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2005), 233–251, Elizabeth M. DeLoughrey,Allegories of the Anthropocene (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2019), and DeLoughrey, Jill Didur and Anthony Carrigan 
(eds), Global Ecologies and the Environmental Humanities: Postcolonial Approaches (New 
York: Routledge, 2015). 

21. See Haraway, Te Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Signifcant Others 
(Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003). 

22. Co-becoming is a concept best defned for the purposes of the environmental and 
multispecies humanities by Haraway in Te Companion Species Manifesto. Haraway 
uses this to describe the coming into being and being of entities in existence via 
ongoing multiple human and/or nonhuman relationships. It is the recognition that 
all entities are in the process of constantly constituting and being co-constituted, 
complicating traditional identities that distinguish between the Self and its contrary, 
the Other. 

23. Epistemic, meaning “about knowledge,” refers to the internal logic that is contained 
within any given knowledge system. Epistemology, a central question in this book, 
relates to the theory of knowledge production, both in individual and collective 
spheres, i.e., how do we know what we know? How do systems of knowledge crea-
tion accept innovation and or resist it? How do disciplinary and discursive 
boundaries “police” ways of thinking about a given subject-matter? 

24. For example, the use of DDT to eradicate malaria. 
25. I had previously been calling this a “multispecies turn.” I  am grateful to Professor 

Claudio Fogu at the University of California, Santa Barbara, for suggesting that I fnd 
a bolder term to better refect the systemic implications of such a shift in perspective. 

26. Ontology, simply put, is the study of the reality of “being” in this world. Multispecies 
studies brings back value to simply “being” as opposed to “thinking” (epistemology) 
because it is the fulcrum upon which the concept of human exceptionality vis-à-vis 
other multispecies life rests: the normative idea is that other multispecies lives just 
exist, while humans live and think. Even the scientifc name Carl Linnaeus gave our 
species, Homo sapiens, distinguishes us from others via exclusion—sapiens derives from 
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epistemic frameworks. 
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[accessed May 16, 2026]). My Cybercene Lab was envisioned in 2022 and founded 
in May 2023. Tis may be a case of a term being concurrently developed separately. 
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But, beginning in the 1920s, four hydropower dams were built on the river, blocking 
salmon from swimming upstream to spawn and limiting them to a reduced stretch 
of the river.” A restoration agreement was signed in 2010, leading to a return of the 
frst migrating salmon communities only months after the dams were removed. See 
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present or future where humans have been replaced or hybridized with cyborgs, etc.). 
My book can be placed within the general category of “posthumanist” or “posthu-
manities” approaches if we consider the broader and less literal sense of the term, 
where the “post-” in the “posthuman” does not mean “after,” but signifes “moving 
beyond” anthropocentric epistemological frameworks and accommodating multispe-
cies ontologies and perspectives in order to collapse the dichotomies of nature/culture, 
human/nonhuman, mind/body, meaning/afect, etc. Due to these reasons, also 
described in the book, I prefer “multispecies studies”: a term that includes and recog-
nizes the animality of the human and yet goes beyond Homo sapiens’ species-specifc 
conceptual boundaries. 
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