
CHAPTER 6

The Art of Waste
Contemporary Culture and Unsustainable Energy Use

TOBY MILLER

The fundamental message of this chapter is that contemporary culture hinges 
upon unsustainable energy use. Whether the topic is fine art or reality TV, 

each one is complicit with our global environmental crisis. This development 
also articulates to a new form of diminished worker power—the cognitariat. 
Together, these tendencies present artists with serious ethical, political, and 
economic questions. Many of them are responding to those challenges in con-
structive, reflective ways that can stimulate the rest of us to join the dots and 
appreciate just how dangerous digital culture is to our world, even as we rely 
so much on it.
 A fascinating, unholy, productive convergence is underway: even as artists 
are becoming more connected to the global communications infrastructure due 
to their digital delights, workers in that infrastructure are shifting, like so many 
others, toward the contingent, discounted labor force that artists have known 
and occupied for decades. Electronic or e-waste artists operate in a sector that 
relies on discounted labor and hence exemplifies wider work trends, even as 
their art incarnates a vanguard ecological awareness.
 The particular focus of the chapter is on the art of e-waste and the question 
of artistic labor. I hope that readers who produce or enjoy all forms of media 
culture will think anew about their practices of work and consumption thanks 
to the provocations that e-waste artists offer, both industrially and textually. 
My methods in this piece derive from political economy, environmentalism, and 
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cultural studies, focused on the material relations of meaning and the interplay 
of cultural subjectivity, ecology, and power. This eco-materialism emphasizes 
the materiality of discourse and the discursivity of materiality. That is to say, 
it refuses the notion that objects lack meaning or meanings exist independent 
of objects. It is also profoundly connected to the fundamental question, “Cui 
bono?” when discussing the allocation, utilization, and impact of resources as 
they touch the lives of workers, citizens, and all the Earth’s creatures.1

 Some scenery needs to be in place to show how culture contributes to eco-
logical problems and models postindustrial labor. Let’s start by clearing our 
minds of cant: for all the recycling bins that we assiduously fill and empty, we 
live in an age of waste. A seemingly disposable world is inexorably disposing 
of itself. The 2013 report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
makes that plain.2 The next step is a political-economic rather than a purely 
ecological one: to recognize that the ultimate side effect of rapacious capitalist 
growth will be, paradoxically, the end of rapacious capitalist growth. True believ-
ers’ faith that the market is a self-limiting and self-sustaining jewel of human 
nature may well have the effect of ending human nature. So good luck with that 
one.
 We were all brought up believing that mining and manufacturing were the 
world’s principal polluting culprits. The difficult news for media and cultural 
studies and the art world is that our beloved electronics are also crucial com-
ponents of this destructiveness. Their toxic parts, forms, and norms pervade 
our world, from old fat-screen television sets to modish computing clouds, 
from museums’ carbon footprints to Facebook and Twitter engagement an-
nouncements. The deleterious effects of these technologies is felt in the mines 
and factories that produce them, the offices and cars that house them, and the 
municipal dumps and fire pits that bury them.3

 Yet such gadgets and sites are frequently regarded as signs of transcendent 
progress in a credulous world where life is routinely reinvented as an uncon-
scious palimpsest of the past, driven by institutionalized amnesia.4 This com-
pulsive repetition of a seemingly unfamiliar history is nowhere clearer than 
in techno-futurism’s predictions of social change. Seventy years ago, George 
Orwell described technologically determinist fantasies in words that resonate 
today with the same arid irony that first animated them:

Reading recently a batch of rather shallowly optimistic “progressive” books, I 
was struck by the automatic way in which people go on repeating certain phrases 
which were fashionable before 1914. Two great favourites are “the abolition of 
distance” and “the disappearance of frontiers.” I do not know how often I have 
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met with the statements that “the aeroplane and the radio have abolished dis-
tance” and “all parts of the world are now interdependent.”5

 Today’s mantra is very similar to the fantasy that Orwell noticed and ab-
jured all those years ago: utopian yearnings for a world free of institutional 
constraints. The latest media technologies are said to obliterate geography, 
sovereignty, and hierarchy in an alchemy of truth and beauty. A deregulated, 
individuated, technologized world makes consumers into producers, frees the 
disabled from confinement, encourages new subjectivities, rewards intellect 
and competitiveness, links people across cultures, and allows billions of flowers 
to bloom in a postpolitical cornucopia. It is a bizarre utopia. People fish, film, 
fornicate, and finance from morning to midnight. Consumption is privileged, 
production is discounted, and labor is forgotten. Powerful communications in-
stitutions cleave to themselves a sense of universal enlightenment through wires 
and wireless that their products offer individuals. So Facebook features “Peace 
on Facebook” and claims the capacity to “decrease world conflict” through in-
tercultural communication, while Twitter modestly announces itself to be “a 
triumph of humanity.”6 Machinery, not political-economic activity, is the guid-
ing light: technology and consumption rather than activism and citizenship.
 The wonderfully named Progress and Freedom Foundation’s Magna Carta for 
the Information Age, for instance, proposes that political-economic gains made 
for democracy since the thirteenth century have been eclipsed by technological 
ones:

The central event of the 20th century is the overthrow of matter. In technol-
ogy, economics, and the politics of nations, wealth—in the form of physical re-
sources—has been losing value and significance. The powers of mind are ev-
erywhere ascendant over the brute force of things.7

The foundation has closed its doors, no doubt overtaken by progress, but it’s a 
historical Whiggish discourse of unfurling liberty for all continues to ring loudly 
in our ears, tinnitus-like. Time magazine exemplified this love of a seemingly im-
material world when it chose “You” as 2006’s “Person of the Year,” because “You 
control the Information Age. Welcome to your world.”8 On the liberal left, the 
Guardian is prey to the same touching warlockcraft: someone called “You” heads 
its 2013 list of the hundred most important folks in the media.9 Rupert Murdoch 
was well behind, at number eight. You, Rupert, head to head. No contest, really.
 To illustrate the pervasiveness of this magic via academic/policy examples, 
consider these three cases of barely contained scholarly and media exultation. 
First, bourgeois economists claim that cell phones have streamlined markets s
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in the Global South, enriching people in zones where banking, economic in-
formation, and market data are scarce. Fantastic claims are made for the mar-
vel of mobile telephony in places that lack electricity, plumbing, fresh water, 
hospital care, and the like. These include “the complete elimination of waste” 
and massive reductions in poverty and corruption through the empowerment 
of individuals.10 Forbes magazine and the International Monetary Fund lap this 
type of research up, deeming it “seminal”—as they would.11 Nielsen, the world’s 
leading media ratings company, published an unimaginably crass paean that 
began, “Africa is in the midst of a technological revolution, and nothing illus-
trates that fact [more] than the proliferation of mobile phones,” before casually 
noting that “more Africans have access to mobile phones than to clean drinking 
water.”12

 Second, the world seems agog these days in the face of three-dimensional 
printers, which promise the cheap and spectacular production of art, among 
many other applications. But while some analysts predict that 3-D printers 
will have positive ecological effects by reducing the carbon used to transport 
goods,13 many use heated thermoplastic extrusion and deposition. Numerous 
factory studies have associated such processes with dangerous aerosol emis-
sions, but minimal investigation has been done into the new printers, which 
generally lack exhaust ventilation or filtration systems. The first published study 
looked at ultrafine particle (UFP) production. It found that UFP emissions in 
an office using 3-D printing were alarmingly sizeable. Why alarming? UFPs 
can easily deposit themselves in people’s lungs, airways, and brains, producing 
high concentrations of adsorbed, absorbed, and condensed compounds. The 
epidemiological record corresponds to cardiorespiratory mortality, strokes, and 
asthma.14 E-waste issues galore of this type arise with new electronic textile 
art forms that merrily discard electronics en route to greater cultural glory.15 
Translating that research into the cultural world can improve public health and 
stimulate a healthy skepticism about techno-rhetoric.
 Third, recall the publicity generated when Kelvin Doe/DJ Focus, a fifteen-
year-old Sierra Leonean, was invited to MIT in 2012 because he had constructed 
a radio station from detritus in trashcans. More than two million online view-
ings of the university’s video about him in just one week testify to the appeal 
of this apparently unlikely story of a prodigy from the Global South who was 
constructed as embodying the need to replace aid programs with individual 
initiative. Fast Company included him in its list of “100 Most Creative People in 
Business 2013” under the soubriquet “The Philanthropic Prodigy.”16

 That account ignored an alternative one. It might have analyzed his achieve-
ment as an impressive moment in centuries of skillful cultural ragpicking, a 
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heritage that illustrates the constitutive power of creativity and collectivity as 
well as colonialism and pollution in forging conditions of existence for the young 
entrepreneur.17 Stories like his can draw us into the materiality and inequality 
at the heart of media technologies, and question their utility—but only if these 
versions are critical and sidestep contemporary fashion.
 Technocentric utopianism is an extended dalliance with consumer com-
munication technology’s supposedly innate capacity to endow its users with 
transcendence. It shies away from addressing unequal infrastructural and cul-
tural exchange.18 This discourse buys into individualistic fantasies of reader, 
audience, consumer, and player autonomy—the neoliberal intellectual’s wet 
dream of music, movies, television, art, literature, performance, and everything 
else converging under the sign of empowered, creative audiences.
 The New Right of cultural and communication studies invests with unparal-
leled gusto in this dream, populated with Schumpeterian entrepreneurs, evo-
lutionary economics, and creative industries. It has never seen an “app” it did 
not like or a socialist idea it did. Faith in devolved culture-making amounts to 
a secular religion, offering transcendence in the here and now via a “literature 
of the eighth day, the day after Genesis.”19 Hence the Australian Council for 
the Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences informing the country’s Productiv-
ity Commission that this is a “post-smokestack era”20—a blessed world for 
workers, consumers, and residents, with residues of code rather than carbon. 
An astonishing claim from a country that survives on dirty-power exports that 
make it per capita among the greatest polluters in history21—yet why spoil a 
good story?
 But as Orwell realized, the story is more complex. Max Weber insisted that 
technology was principally a “mode of processing material goods,”22 and Harvey 
Sacks emphasized “the failures of technocratic dreams[:] that if only we intro-
duced some fantastic new communication machine the world will be trans-
formed.”23 The Political Economy Research Institute’s 2013 Misfortune 100: Top 
Corporate Air Polluters in the United States placed half a dozen media owners in 
the first fifty.24 Cultural production relies on the exorbitant water use of com-
puter technology, while making semiconductors requires hazardous chemicals, 
including carcinogens. At current levels, residential energy use of electronic 
equipment will rise to 30 percent of the overall global demand for power by 
2022, and to 45percent by 2030, thanks to server farms and data centers and 
the increasing time people around the world spend watching and adding to 
screens.25 So rather than seeing new communications technologies as magical 
agents that can produce market equilibrium and hence individual and collective 
happiness, we should note their other effects—and their continued exclusivity. 
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In 2011, the cost of broadband in the Global South was 40.3 percent of average 
individual Gross National Income (GNI). Across the Global North, by com-
parison, the price was less than 5 percent of GNI per capita.26

E-Waste

Away from questions of content and use, when old and obsolete cell phones or 
other communication technologies are junked, they become electronic waste, 
the fastest-growing component of municipal cleanups around the Global North. 
E-waste has generated serious threats to worker health and safety wherever 
plastics and wires are burnt, monitors smashed and dismantled, and circuit 
boards grilled or leached with acid, while the toxic chemicals and heavy metals 
that flow from such practices have perilous implications for local and down-
stream residents, soil, and water. The accumulation of electronic hardware 
causes grave environmental and health harm as noxious chemicals, gases, and 
metals from wealthy nations seep into landfills and water sources across Ma-
laysia, Brazil, South Korea, China, Mexico, Vietnam, Nigeria, and India, inter 
alia. The e-waste ends up there after export and import by “recyclers” who es-
chew landfills and labor in the Global North in order to avoid the higher costs 
and regulatory oversight of recycling in countries that prohibit such destruc-
tion to the environment and workers. Businesses that forbid dumping in local 
landfills as part of their corporate policies merrily mail it elsewhere. In that 
“elsewhere,” preteen girls pick away without protection at discarded televisions 
and computers, looking for precious metals to sell—less romantic ragpickers 
than MIT’s Kelvin Doe.27

 This material reality remains invisible to the new-media clerisy and bour-
geois economics alike, but it has been recognized in the technocratic cloisters 
of communications diplomacy. In keeping with prevailing shibboleths, the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU) predicts that communica-
tions technologies will connect the 6.5 billion residents of the Earth by 2015, 
enabling everyone to “access information, create information, use informa-
tion and share information.” This development “will take the world out of 
financial crisis,” principally thanks to developing markets.28 But the ITU also 
acknowledges that communications technologies cause grave environmental 
problems, so it presses for “climate neutrality” and greater efficiency in en-
ergy use.29 The 2008 World Telecommunication Standardization Assembly 
in South Africa encouraged members to reduce the carbon footprint of com-
munications, in accord with the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change.30
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 In a similar vein, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) says communications can play a pivotal role in developing 
service-based, low-polluting economies in the Global South through energy 
efficiency, adaptation to climate change, mitigation of diminished biodiversity, 
and diminished pollution. But it cautions that such technological advances can 
produce negative outcomes. For example, remote sensing of marine life may 
encourage unsustainable fishing.31

 Then there is that delightful metaphor we are all now using: “the cloud.” It sig-
nifies the place where all good software goes for rest and recuperation, emerging 
on demand, refreshed and ready to spring into action. Seemingly ephemeral and 
natural—benign necessities of life, clouds rain then go away—nothing could be 
further from the truth when it comes to the power-famished server farms and 
data centers rendered innocent by this perverse figure of speech.
 The U.S. National Mining Association and the American Coalition for Clean 
Coal Electricity gleefully avow that the “Cloud Begins with Coal.”32 They boast 
that the world’s information and communications technologies use fifteen 
hundred terawatt hours each year—equivalent to Japan and Germany’s overall 
energy use combined. That’s 10 percent of global electricity—and 50 percent 
more than aviation. The association and the coalition even quote Greenpeace,33 
against the grain, on the horrendous environmental implications of data centers, 
as support for the endless coal opportunities to come! Big mining and big coal 
just can’t help themselves, so excited are they by the importance of their pollut-
ing ways for the present and future of the cloud. Meanwhile, Google disclosed 
in 2011 that its annual carbon footprint was almost equal to that of Laos or the 
United Nations Organization, largely due to running its search engines through 
clouds.34

The Cognitariat

What about the making of culture—the things that reside in the cloud? Aren’t 
corporate and governmental cultural gatekeepers and hegemons fundamentally 
undermined by the new technological possibilities of creation and distribution, 
which can scarcely be likened to the horrors of mining and manufacturing in 
their impact on either work or the environment? In the new era, readers become 
writers, listeners transform into speakers, viewers emerge as stars, fans are 
academics, and vice versa. The economy glides into an ever-greener postindus-
trialism. The comparatively cheap and easy access to making and circulating 
meaning afforded by Internet media and genres is thought to have eroded the 
one-way hold on culture that saw a small segment of the world as producers 
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and the larger segment as consumers, even as it makes for a cleaner economy. 
New technologies supposedly allow us all to become simultaneously cultural 
consumers and producers (prosumers)—no more factory conditions, no more 
factory emissions. More artists, and more power to artists.35

 In this era of the “prosumer,” anyone can be an artist. Zine writers are screen-
writers. Bloggers are copywriters. Children are columnists. Bus riders are jour-
nalists. And think of the job prospects that follow! Coca-Cola hires African 
Americans to drive through the inner city selling soda and playing hip-hop. 
AT&T pays San Francisco buskers to mention the company in their songs. 
Urban performance poets rhyme about Nissan cars for cash, simultaneously 
hawking, entertaining, and researching. Subway’s sandwich commercials are 
marketed as made by teenagers. Cultural-studies majors become designers. 
Graduate students in New York and Los Angeles read scripts for producers 
and then pronounce on whether they tap into audience interests. Precariously 
employed part-timers spy on fellow-spectators in theaters to see how they 
respond to coming attractions. Opportunities to vote in the Eurovision Song 
Contest or a reality program disclose the profiles and practices of viewers, who 
can be monitored and wooed in the future. End-user licensing agreements en-
sure that players of corporate games online sign over their cultural moves and 
perspectives to the very companies they are paying in order to participate.36

 In other words, corporations are using discounted labor. Business leeches 
want flexibility in the people they employ, the technologies they use, the places 
where they do business, and the amounts they pay—and inflexibility of owner-
ship and control. The neoclassical doxa preached by neoliberal chorines favor 
an economy where competition and opportunity cost are in the litany and dis-
sent is unforgiveable, as crazed as collective industrial organization. In short, 
“decent and meaningful work opportunities are reducing at a phenomenal pace 
in the sense that, for a high proportion of low- and middle-skilled workers, full-
time, lifelong employment is unlikely.”37 Even reactionary bodies like the U.S. 
National Governors Association recognize the reality: “Routine tasks that once 
characterized middle class work have either been eliminated by technological 
change or are now conducted by low-wage but highly skilled workers.”38 Cul-
tural workers, from jazz musicians to street artists, have long labored without 
regular compensation and security. That models the expectations we are all 
supposed to have today, rather than our parents’ or grandparents’ assumptions 
about life-long, or at least steady, employment.
 Hence the success of Mindworks Global Media, a company outside New 
Delhi that provides Indian-based journalists and copyeditors who work long-
distance for newspapers whose reporters are supposedly in the United States 
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and Europe. There are 35 percent to 40 percent cost savings.39 Or consider the 
advertising agency Poptent, which undercuts big competitors in sales to major 
clients by exploiting prosumers artists’ labor in the name of “empowerment.” 
That empowerment takes the following form: Poptent pays the creators of 
homemade commercials seventy-five hundred dollars; it receives a manage-
ment fee of forty-thousand dollars; and the buyer saves about three hundred 
thousand dollars on the usual price.40 The slogan says it all:

Accelerate your video career
Access the biggest brands. Build your network. Get paid.

 Antonio Negri redeployed the concept of the cognitariat from the Reaganite 
futurist and digital Magna Carta signatory Alvin Toffler to account for this phe-
nomenon.41 Negri defines the cognitariat as people undertaking casualized 
cultural work who have heady educational backgrounds yet live at the uncertain 
interstices of capital, qualifications, and government in a post-Fordist era of 
mass unemployment, limited-term work, and occupational insecurity. They 
are sometimes complicit with these circumstances because their identities are 
shrouded in autotelic modes of being: work is pleasure and vice versa; labor 
becomes its own reward.42 The art world is a model.
 The wider culture industries largely remain controlled by media and commu-
nications conglomerates, which frequently seek to impose artist-like conditions 
on their workforces (the cable versus broadcast TV labor process is a notorious 
instance). They gobble up smaller companies that invent products and ser-
vices, “recycling audio-visual cultural material created by the grassroots genius, 
exploiting their intellectual property and generating a standardized business 
sector that excludes, and even distorts, its very source of business,” to quote The 
Hindu.43 In other words, the cognitariat—interns, volunteers, contestants, and 
so on—creates “cool stuff” whose primary beneficiaries are corporations.44

 At the same time, the governing assumption of Internet and arts boosters 
is that culture is an endlessly growing resource that can dynamize both society 
and economy. The Australian Academy for the Humanities calls for “research 
in the humanities and creative arts” to be tax-exempt based on its contribution 
to research and development, and subject to the same surveys of “employer 
demand” as the professions and sciences as a quid pro quo.45 The Australian 
Research Council’s Centre of Excellence for Creative Industries and Innovation 
has solemnly announced an “industryfacing [sic] spin-off from the centre’s 
mapping work, Creative Business Benchmarker.”46 In partnership with the Arts 
and Humanities Research Council, the UK’s National Endowment for Science, 
Technology and the Arts says, “The arts and humanities have a particularly 
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strong affiliation with the creative industries” and provide research that “helps 
to fuel” them, in turn boosting innovation more broadly.47 True believers all; 
none of the issues raised in this chapter seem to touch them—unlike the ITU 
or OECD.

The Good News

So that all looks rather bleak, doesn’t it? If you are a credulous cybertarian and 
you have kept reading so far, is there any good news? If you are that much sim-
pler being, a skeptic, where is the joy? And no matter who you are—where is the 
art? It is in the title, but does it figure here, apart from the spread of exploitative 
labor practices into the core of an allegedly postindustrial economy?
 Environmental art covers many works that directly and indirectly represent 
nature. Older examples, from the canon of high European culture, might be 
Claude Monet’s London Series or John Constable’s Clouds.48 More tendentious 
instances from today include such nonrepresentational, performative pieces 
as Richard Long’s A Line Made by Walking, James Turrell’s Skyspace, or Olafur 
Eliasson’s The Weather Project, which assume nature is occupied and shaped by 
humanity, and vice versa.49

 They appreciate the lesson of Charles Babbage, the mythic founder of pro-
grammable computation. Almost two centuries ago, he noted the partial and 
ultimately limited ability of humanity to bend and control natural forces with-
out unforeseen consequences: “The operations of man . . . are diminutive, but 
energetic during the short period of their existence: whilst those of nature, act-
ing over vast spaces, and unlimited by time, are ever pursuing their silent and 
resistless career.”50 E-waste artists are alert to these questions, both in terms 
of their own practice and the wider world of cybertarianism. While keen to use 
mixed-media methods and new technologies, they understand full well the risk 
as much as the potential that cleaves to gadgetry.51 Consider Arte Povera’s clas-
sic use of found materials, or such artists as Jessica Millman,52 Miguel Rivera,53 
Sudhu Tewari,54 Natalie Jeremijenko, Nome Edonna’s deviant art,55 Chris Jor-
dan,56 Erik Otto,57 or Jane Kim.58 In 2014, Chris Jordan built the world’s biggest 
e-waste artwork in Australia: a huge cell phone entitled “23.” Made by the artist 
with schoolchildren and eight thousand discarded phones, it stood for the 23 
million unused cell phones sitting around Australian buildings, mute testimony 
to an insatiable culture of built-in obsolescence.59

 Yona Friedman focuses on redeployment rather than originality,60 while 
Julie Bargmann and Stacy Levy start with the creative cleanup of waste rather 
than concluding with a painstaking one.61 The Carnegie Endowment’s Foreign 
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Policy magazine circulated into the mainstream Natalie Behring’s stunning 
collection of photos from “Inside the Digital Dump.”62 Amsterdam’s Urban 
Screens electronic billboards encourage active citizenship in public spaces, as 
do Ars Electronica of Linz and Melbourne’s Federation Square.63 Yuri Suzuki 
uses e-waste to rematerialize the map of the London Underground, encourag-
ing people to think of iconic representations like the Roundle and the Circle 
Line as perennial, thus inviting them to ponder the little black boxes in their 
lives, from phones to tablets, as potentially reusable rather than necessarily 
replaceable items.64 Peter McFarlane draws on his sales experience hawking 
built-in obsolescence to criticize “innovation.” He makes discarded circuit 
boards simulate fossil life—an ironic comment on the path to self-destruction 
with which we began.65 Rodrigo Alonso turns electronic trash into designer 
furniture.66 Mairo Cacedo Langer reboots robots as Robo Planters, wacky pot 
holders with personality.67 ReFunct Media #5 is less concerned with end prod-
ucts than reimaging our relationship to the process of creating e-waste.68 Dani 
Ploeger explores e-waste and feminist struggles in performance pieces such 
as “Waste Circuits” and through anal electrodes.69 These works remind us of 
the materiality of e-waste in phenomenological terms, as does Beijing’s 798 
Art Zone and its reuse of e-waste.70

 I want to focus here on work by Natalie Jeremijenko, who installed a Model 
Urban Development on the roof of the Postmasters Gallery’s former headquar-
ters in Chelsea, New York. The project features seven residential housing de-
velopments, a concert hall, and other public amenities, powered by human 
food waste. The installation toyed with new conceptions of urban futures, re-
imagining our relationship to nonhuman organisms. Jeremijenko’s work is 
referred to as experimental design, or xDesign, and explores the opportunity 
that new technologies present for progressive, pacific change.
 One of Jeremijenko’s renowned projects is “Feral Robotic Dogs,” which finds 
her adapting fallen (or are they risen?) toys to sniff out environmental toxins 
(see Figure 1). She hands them to victims of environmental racism, assisting 
them to identify and intervene in their situation.71 Her description of “Feral Ro-
botic Dogs” emphasizes several aspects of the project: fun—the joy of learning 
about robotic dogs; safety—the need to use machines to counter environmen-
tal racism; access—the importance of working alongside people traditionally 
excluded from the use of such gadgets; and recycling—the lesson heeded by so 
many great artists and designers: that there is value in tinkering with success 
as opposed to seeking newness. The best innovation builds upon rather than 
displaces what went before. Dogs created as asinine executive toys are recreated 
as activist art works.72 One thinks here of Francis Alÿs, who makes “collector” 
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toys from discarded magnets, cans, and other detritus to pick urban scraps while 
walking.73

 How Stuff Is Made (HSIM, http://howstuffismade.org) is Jeremijenko’s vi-
sual encyclopedia. It documents the physical processes, labor conditions, and 
environmental impact of contemporary manufacturing. Design and engineer-
ing students produce summative photo essays that describe these conditions 
of creation. HSIM reconsiders the responsibilities and capacities of design and 
engineering education in the light of sociopolitical constraints, organizational 
innovations, and globalization.74

 What can such works of art do in broader political terms? This question has 
exercised thinkers of every epoch and kind, from Plutarch to Trotsky. When we 
ponder avant-garde uses of spectacle, it’s easy to fall into either a critical camp 
or a celebratory one. The critical camp would say that rationality must be ap-
pealed to in discussions of climate change, and a progressive goal of capturing 
popular emotion will ultimately fail. Why? The silent majority doesn’t like the 
avant-garde, marketing outspends art, such occasions preach to a light-skinned, 
middle-class eco-choir, media coverage is slender, and crucial decisions are 
made in golf carts, not galleries. Conversely, the celebratory camp would ar-
gue that a Cartesian distinction between hearts and minds is not sustainable, 
a sense of humor is crucial in order to avoid the image of environmentalists as 
finger-wagging scolds, corporate capital must be opposed in public, the media’s 
need for vibrant textuality can be twinned with serious discussion as a means 
of involving people who are not conventional activists, and a wave of anti-élite 
sentiment is cresting. In 2013 The Economist predicted that the “silicon elite will 

Figure 6.1. Feral robotic dogs, Elise (left and center) and Gollum (right). Elise was designed to seek 
out the toxin PERC from the ruins of the “American Linen” mass-quantity laundry business. Images 
courtesy of Natalie Jeremijenko.
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cease to be regarded as geeks who happen to be filthy rich and become filthy 
rich people who happen to be geeks,”75 with a backlash against cybertarianism 
inspired by Occupy76 and Anonymous.77

 Absent external evaluation of the social composition of art world partici-
pants, the nature of its coverage by old, middle-aged, and new media, and sub-
sequent shifts in public opinion and reactions from lawmakers, it is difficult 
to be sure about the impact of such art. I generally incline toward the skeptic’s 
view—but not in these instances. Why? Because I think the lugubrious hyper-
rationality often associated with environmentalism needs leavening through 
sophisticated, entertaining, participatory spectacle. A blend of dark irony, sar-
casm, and cartoonish stereotypes can be twinned with a radical departure from 
a cultural world that lines up to exploit the Earth with gullible consumers press-
ing their noses to the Windows and Apples of this world, looking for operating 
systems as if they were upgrading their own bodies. Jeremijenko’s work, inter 
alia, instantiates just such endeavor.

Conclusion

Simmel argued that:

When we designate a part of reality as nature, we mean one of two things . . . an 
inner quality marking it off from art and artifice, from something intellectual or 
historical. Or . . . a representation and symbol of that wholeness of Being whose 
flux is audible within them.78

The oeuvre mentioned briefly above helps one imagine the relationship of a 
sustainable, democratic, and pleasurable life—a healthy Earth, a functioning 
global democracy, and fun—to art. E-waste artists translate scientific and ac-
tivist ideas and found or invented materials, encouraging us to think of the 
imminent, not just the past and present.79 This engages popular culture in an 
avant-garde way that can feed back into the everyday and in turn be made sense 
of by public interest intermediaries as well as opportunistic commerce.
 Perhaps I am describing/endorsing a very conventional view of art, such 
that it trials new forms of life that may be taken up by the mainstream. But I 
am seeking a different inflection, focused on the capacity of these works to ex-
emplify and criticize a work and ecological disaster that must not be allowed to 
continue. Artists are uniquely placed to enliven such conversations, due to the 
centrality of their labor process to the spread and development of a cognitariat 
and their self-critical complicity with the environmental peril that is enabled s
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by digital culture. Their creative reuse of waste as art challenges our upgrade 
society’s culture of built-in obsolescence, while the curating of such work by 
museums can be part of a wider commitment against e-waste.80

 William Morris asked some powerful questions a century and more ago about 
the links between labor, art, and the environment. He called for the art world 
to recognize its links to everyday life and problematize a Romantic separation 
of work from creativity:

Of all the things that is likely to give us back popular art in England, the clean-
ing of England is the first and most necessary. Those who are to make beautiful 
things must live in a beautiful place. Some people may be inclined to say . . . that 
the very opposition between the serenity and purity of art and the turmoil and 
squalor of a great modern city stimulates the invention of artists, and produces 
special life in the art of today. . . . It seems to me that at best it but stimulates the 
feverish and dreamy qualities that throw some artists out of the general sympathy 
. . . men who are stuffed with memories of more romantic days and pleasanter 
lands, and it is on these memories they live.81

E-waste artists at their best inhabit a world where these antinomies are put 
into dialectical play. They use the freedom of art to demand secure labor and a 
sustainable environment. E-waste turns a post-smokestacks world of imper-
manent cultural employment upside down, making us rethink the ecological 
and employment dualities of the contemporary moment.
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