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Figure 1
Warped plastic collected from Eco Barge.
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Figure 2 
Warped plastic collected from Eco Barge.
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Figure 3
Warped plastic collected from Eco Barge.
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Figure 4
Warped plastic collected from Eco Barge.
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This research began in 2018, while I was volunteering for artist Danling Xiao. 
Xiao was in the process of creating an exhibition, Wasteland (2018), that displayed 
plastic waste found in the Great Barrier Reef. These plastics were obtained 
through Eco Barge Clean Seas Inc. (Eco Barge)—an ocean clean-up organisation 
located in Whitsundays, Queensland—during their regular expeditions of the 
area. 

Sorting through the plastics from Eco Barge, what I found was plastics with 
warped forms (Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3 & Figure 4). The warping of these 
plastics demonstrated the slow material changes that can occur to plastic waste 
over time—changes that highlight how long this plastic waste had spent in  
the ocean, and the longevity of plastics overall. Such changes include the presence 
of marine growths on the plastic, as well as the melting and warping of the plastic’s 
form. I collected 14 of these warped plastics during this volunteer session for 
further exploration, and later travelled to Eco Barge to collect additional samples. 

The presence of these plastics con	rmed my own ecological concerns about the 
longevity of plastic. Their warped forms highlighted the continued persistence 
of post-use plastic. Their very existence provides evidence that plastic waste does 
not disappear, but continues to exist after disposal. They illuminate that plastic 
waste has a life after humans; an afterlife. From this, I hypothesised that identi-
fying and tracing the afterlives of these warped plastics could be used to challenge 
the ease of use in which plastic is normally consumed and discarded. This shaped 
the basis of this research project. What follows is an account of how I—speci	cally 
as a designer—explore how to communicate these ideas about the warped plastics 
both to and with other consumers.
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This research proposes that engagement with, and exposure to, warped plastics 
found in the Great Barrier Reef can facilitate understandings of the longevity of 
plastic waste, as they provide direct and witnessable evidence of how plastics 
persist after humans. It argues that the slow material changes to these plastics—
such as warping, melting and clusters of marine growths—can be interpreted to 
form stories that visualise, communicate and open up conversation about the 
longevity of plastic. Using a Research through Design methodology as a sense-
making and articulation tool, this thesis adopts multiple methods of experimentation 
to explore how these stories may be generated. Methods including photographic 
documentation, material play, speculative storytelling and participatory methods 
draw on creative precedents that deal with plastic as well as the ecological 
arguments of theorist Jane Bennett, among others, to materialise these stories. 
This research proposes that generating these stories can, for both me as a designer 
and for my participants, stimulate dialogue about our human understandings  
of time, and open up ethical consideration about the wider e�ects of plastic 
consumption on the world. It argues that storytelling can successfully stimulate 
these conversations and shifts in perception about the persistence of plastic waste. 
To con	rm this hypothesis, participatory design workshops are engaged as 	nal 
experiments which test, communicate and observe how creating these stories 
inspires a dialogue about the deep time longevity of plastic. The outcome of this 
inquiry—a portfolio of experiments that critically documents and presents this 
process—demonstrates how stories can be generated to encourage ecological 
understandings about the existence of plastic in these post-disposal spaces. It also 
demonstrates how warped plastics can provide a point of access to comment on 
plastic waste on a larger scale, and prompt conversation about the ever-continuing 
afterlives of plastic.

   ABSTRACT



  INTRODUCTION
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There is perhaps no material that is more prevalent in Australian society than 
plastic. Its presence in the form of pens, co�ee cups, bottles, plastic bags, wrappers 
and takeaway containers—to name a few—is consistent and common to the point 
that these plastics often go unnoticed. This is problematic, because where there 
is excessive plastic consumption, there is also excessive plastic waste. In 2018,  
it was estimated that Australians were generating “over 666,000 tonnes of plastic 
packaging waste each year” (Reucassel, 2018, 5:16). This suggests a deeply 
embedded consumer perception of plastic as disposable and as ‘easy come, easy 
go’. These wasteful habits reverberate in and are impacting on the health of oceans 
and other species who are exposed to these mass accumulations of plastic waste. 
This research project is driven by the motivation to explore how individuals such 
as myself, someone deeply concerned by this, can contribute to shifting how we 
consume and perceive plastic. Particularly, I ask how I, as a designer, can use my 
design and visual communication skills to do so. 

The warped plastics collected from Eco Barge provide an opportunity to address 
the issue of plastic at a small and relatable scale. These plastics re®ect a wider 
global problem and reveal that plastic waste continues to exist after disposal 
(Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3 & Figure 4). They demonstrate that plastic waste 
resurfaces in ways that challenge our waste management infrastructures and  
our perception of plastic as easily disposed of. While the forms of these warped 
plastics are not so warped that they are unrecognisable as plastic, the material 
changes that have occurred to their forms attributes an ambiguity and foreignness 
to their image. This warping provides a new way of seeing plastic; shifting 
perspectives of plastic from being merely consumer objects for human use, and 
instead o�ering plastics as an adaptive and reactive material and substance. This 
highlights that plastic waste must go somewhere, and behave in some way after 
disposal, and can never disappear. The warped forms of these plastics demand of 
us a re-de	nition and re-consideration of what plastic is and does, and can be 
used to reframe our relationship to plastic in general. 

This research proposes that engagement with, and exposure to, these warped 
plastics can stimulate understandings of the longevity of plastic waste, as they 
provide direct and witnessable evidence of how plastics persist after human use. 
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I hypothesise that warped plastics can be used to visualise the longevity of plastic, 
and act as a gateway for encouraging ecological thought and dialogue around 
plastic for consumers. In this thesis, I unpack and explore how this might be 
achieved; how conversations about the longevity of plastic can be aroused by 
consumers through experiences with and exposure to the warped plastics. I trial 
this in two ways: through the medium of storytelling (particularly visual, anthro-
pomorphic, time-based and speculative story generation), and also through a 
Research through Design practice which tests how these stories might be 
generated with and disseminated to others. 

Using warped plastics to tell stories of longevity

This research argues that the material warping of plastic can facilitate greater 
dialogue about the longevity of plastic waste. I draw upon theorist Jane Bennett’s 
theory of waste as ‘vibrant matter’ (2010) to conceptualise and articulate this 
correlation between material warping and ideas of longevity, and to foreground 
the kinds of stories that can make this correlation known. Particularly, Bennett’s 
identi	cation of the behaviours of waste—“our trash is not ‘away’ in land	lls  
but generating lively streams of chemicals and volatile winds of methane as we 
speak” (2010, p. vii)—demonstrates that waste must exist in some way after 
disposal, and promotes understandings that waste never disappears or ‘dies’. Using 
Bennett’s terminology, I refer to these continuing existences as ‘liveliness’ and 
the ‘lively’ qualities of waste in this thesis. Particularly, I adopt Bennett’s ‘vibrant’ 
and ‘lively’ lenses to frame the warped plastics as lively. I argue that Bennett’s 
notion of lively matter is visually demonstrated through the material warping of 
the plastics collected from Eco Barge. My hypothesis is that constructing stories 
which highlight the warped plastics as lively can drive conversation about the 
longevity of plastic—conversations that might slowly make the longevity of plastic 
a more common concern. 

In viewing the warped plastics as ‘lively’, I recognise that they are capable of 
living and experiencing. The transformations and changes to these plastics from 
their original consumer functions (bottles, rope, lids) to these more ambiguous 
forms illuminates that plastic waste continues to react, exist and ‘live’ even after 
disposal. I adopt an anthropomorphic lens to articulate this lively framing of the 
warped plastic, and use it to imagine how they might exist in post-disposal spaces 

0.1
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as lively beings. I propose that this anthropomorphic lens animates waste in  
ways that can facilitate consideration of the perspectives of plastic waste, which 
can help to reframe consumer mindsets. In this thesis I construct stories that 
explore this perception of the warped plastics as lively and ‘alive’ to both gnaw 
at ideas of the longevity of plastic and to communicate that there is no end to 
their life. Speci	cally, I demonstrate in this thesis not just the longevity of plastic 
waste, but their deep time longevity; the warped plastics exist despite human 
disposal, and will continue to do so for untold amounts of time—even beyond 
human lifespans to a scope of time that is deep, geological and without end. This 
follows geologists James Hutton and John McPhee’s de	nition of the term ‘deep 
time’, which was coined to describe the slow, immeasurable and inconceivable 
time at which the earth’s processes and current con	guration operates at 
(2018/1788-1795; 1980). I use ‘deep time’ in an Anthropogenic context to articulate 
the profound longevity of plastic, and to comment on how seemingly ‘disposable’ 
plastic waste ‘lives’ and reverberates through deeper-than-human time. I thus 
apply an anthropomorphic lens to understand and access the liveliness of plastic 
and refer to the post-use existence of plastic as their afterlives in this thesis.

In proposing to turn our gazes towards what our plastic waste is really doing, I 
situate this inquiry within wider 	elds of eco-philosophy. This research makes 
links to theorists in this 	eld who argue for a greater recognition of what lies 
outside the human as a way of inspiring greater ecological responsibility. 
Anthropologist Anna Tsing, for example, crafts stories which highlight that there 
are other entities and living beings in existence outside of humans (2015). Like 
Bennett, Tsing achieves this through following nonhuman entities (such as 
Matsutake mushrooms) as the protagonist of her stories, consequently de-centring 
humans as the centre of reality and visualising the world as a web of interconnec-
tions (2015, pp. 155-156). 

There is a similar message in theorist Claire Colebrook’s writings. Colebrook, 
who deals with human extinction in the face of climate change, theorises that 
humans’ ability to respond to climate change is “hampered by our drive for life” 
(2013, p. 59)—that is, by our unwillingness to step outside the consumer realities 
we have been privileged to. Colebrook questions whether this might be changed 
if we “look at the world and ourselves without assuming our unquestioned right 
to life” (2013, p. 59)—if we de-establish human superiority as a central tenet of 
reality. 
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Similar to these theorists, I identify human-centred worldviews as the perpetuator 
of plastic consumption problems, and position my approach to changemaking 
through storytelling as a reaction against the myopic and self-serving tendencies 
of human perception. I use the writings of Bennett, Tsing and Colebrook to  
form a hypothesis that looking outside of human worldviews can facilitate  
ecological and ethical conversations about our place and impact on wider worlds. 
In doing so, I particularly argue that interpreting the warped plastics through 
these nonhuman/outside-the-human/wider-than-human/more-than-human/ 
deeper-than-human worldviews can provide new ways of phrasing tired and famil-
iar stories about the longevity of plastic—stories circulated in media which 
sensationalise the evils of plastic. These nonhuman stories instead provide oppor-
tunity to reinvigorate exploration and dialogue about how long plastic waste can 
persist for, and introduce notions that the lifespan of plastic is not con	ned within 
human concepts of time (such as decades or centuries). 

This thesis argues for the importance of storytelling as a medium; as a way of 
visualising and making tangible the abstract concept of the afterlife of plastic. I 
view the writings of Bennett, Tsing and Colebrook as stories in themselves, and 
in doing so recognise the two capabilities of storytelling for ecological issues; 
storytelling as a way of disseminating and shifting the views of others (as with 
the arguments of Tsing), and storytelling as a way of personally accessing 
nonhuman perspectives (as with Bennett and Colebrook, whose writings seek 
less to disseminate, and more to explore and open up consideration of abstract 
concepts). This research explores both methods of storytelling as a way of 
visualising the nonhuman longevity of the warped plastic. I propose that story-
telling can provide glimpses to these worlds and introduce these nonhuman 
worldviews; making consideration for the wider impacts of our consumption more 
accessible, common and accepted. 

Two interrelated questions thus drive this inquiry, and are framed around my 
particular perspectives as a designer. Firstly, I ask how these stories about the 
longevity of plastic can be constructed—both through design practice and by 
using warped plastics as a frame of reference. And secondly, I consider how design 
practice might be used to communicate these stories to consumers in order to 
facilitate conversation and a sense of ecological responsibility around plastic 
consumption. This 	rst part uses processes of design experimentation—or what 
design researcher Christopher Frayling terms ‘research through design’ (1993, p. 
5)—to generatively explore what stories can be drawn out from the warped 
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plastics. It responds to the theories of Bennett, Tsing and Colebrook by telling 
stories of liveliness, time, afterlives and nonhuman perspectives. The second part 
of this research also uses design experimentation to trial and re	ne the forms 
these stories can be communicated in.

A Research through Design methodology

Design practice is hence used for two purposes in this research. In the 	rst case, 
it is used to articulate, explore and materialise the theories of Bennett, Tsing  
and Colebrook. I apply design practice as an exploratory process to further 
understand these theories, to draw correlations between them and the warped 
plastics, and to understand how to give these concepts shape and form. This takes 
on the form of multiple design experiments using a variety of methods—including 
photographic documentation, material play and speculative story generation—to 
manifest and construct stories about the warped plastics through distinct Bennett/
Tsing/Colebrook-inspired lenses. What is also explored through this process is 
how to generate stories around the warped plastics that are speculative, engaging 
and thought-provoking—and how to do this in ways that visualise, and make 
tangible the longevity of plastic for consumers. Design practice is hence used to 
highlight and argue for particular methods of story generation. 

Although this thesis refers to this methodology as ‘Research through Design’ in 
line with Frayling’s terminology (1993, p. 5) and those after him who have adopted 
this term (Durrant et al., 2017), similar phrasings also exist for such practice-led 
processes. The process of exploring multiple approaches of making re®ects design 
researcher Lisa Grocott’s “propose > make > discuss > re®ect” (2012, p. 16) design 
research process, as well as design researcher Nigel Cross’ ‘designerly ways of 
knowing’ (2006). I use these methodologies to argue and prove that my process 
of engaging in multiple experiments can work to generatively shape and facilitate 
knowledge (Cross, 2006, p. 17) about how to generate stories. I use Research 
through Design in this instance to draw out my own tacit understandings that 
the warped plastics embody theories of liveliness, longevity and the nonhuman 
in their forms. I use di�erent forms of experimentation to tease out the nuances 
of these correlations that sit just outside of tangible articulation. In this, design 
practice is used as a sense-making and articulation tool. As a result of this process, 
I propose that anthropomorphic, time-based, speculative, fragmented and 

0.2
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nonhuman methods of story generation can visualise the longevity of plastic for 
both myself and others, and act as a way of encouraging an ecological responsi-
bility about our relationship to plastic.

The second way design practice is used in this research is to explore how these 
stories might engage with consumers in order to facilitate a recognition of the 
lively, nonhuman and persistent nature of plastic. This refers to experimenting 
with how these stories exist physically (a poster, a written story, etc.) and how 
they are shared with others. In doing so, it also seeks to test the stories that  
were generated and my methods of generating them with other consumers. I 
particularly use design practice to explore how stories can be constructed in 
more impactful ways—ways that actively engage and speak to consumers with 
its content. I consider through methods of participatory design the use of exper-
iential story formats, and aim to achieve through this what design researchers 
Ann Light and Yoko Akama describe as building “skills and capacity for ongoing 
change, so that people, communities or organisation can keep adapting and 
improving themselves” (2014, p. 152). 

Through this process of design research, I discover and argue for participatory 
design workshops as a method for testing and communicating stories. To re®ect 
the di�erent stories and considerations stimulated from the design experiments, 
two di�erent workshops are proposed and enacted; named Stories from the 
Afterlife and What Now?. Stories from the Afterlife translates the processes of 
story generation from my experiments into workshop activities. What Now? uses 
the questions that arose as a result of the experiments—mostly questions of 
custodianship and deep time. By providing a space for participants to explore 
and generate these stories, the workshops gave participants access to nonhuman 
concepts of time, and in turn increased conversation, ecological thought and 
motivation in participants. This was realised through the 	ve workshops that 
were conducted in this research project (Figure 5), with Trial Workshops serving 
to test the design of the workshops for their impact before being 	nalised into 
Final Workshops. 
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Trial Workshop

Final Workshop

What Now?

Trial Workshop #1

Trial Workshop #2

Final Workshop

WORKSHOPS CONDUCTED

Stories from the Afterlife

The final outcome

The 	nal outcome of this research critically documents this collective process of 
exploration—of using design practice to both construct and disseminate stories—
within a portfolio of experiments. These experiments are presented through 
practitioner-researcher Zoë Sadokierski’s format of a ‘contextual portfolio’ (2019), 
which records the often unseen processes and thoughts behind experiments into 
a form suitable for scholarly examination. Through this format, I demonstrate that 
it was the process of experimenting with and generating stories which facilitated 
shifts in understanding in myself. I form arguments that generating stories around 
the afterlives of these plastics is what equips us with the ability to see their ongoing 
existence. This research thus proposes through this portfolio that it is the act of 
generating these stories which can successfully facilitate tangible understandings 
of the deep time persistence of plastic. It is also proposes that constructing these 
stories provide us with the language to articulate and share these more nonhuman 
understandings. This portfolio con	rms these hypotheses through methods of 
participatory design, which highlighted that creating stories could impact on 
participants and facilitate ecological dialogue around plastic waste. As such, I 
o�er participatory design workshops as a method for encouraging change through 
conversation. 

0.3

Figure 5
Diagram of workshops 
conducted.
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These experiments also collectively demonstrate that generating anthropomorphic, 
time-based and speculative stories facilitated access to nonhuman concepts of 
time and illuminated paths for exploring and visualising the longevity of plastic 
waste. Speci	cally, these experiments show that the warped plastics from Eco 
Barge provided a point of access for these ways of thinking. They highlight through 
re®ective practice that it was particularly the act of thinking through the past 
lives and journeys of plastic waste which illuminated the longevity of plastic for 
both myself and for participants. This highlights the success of storytelling and 
lenses of time in visualising the longevity of plastic.

Ultimately, this portfolio demonstrates how design practice was used as both an 
exploratory and investigative way of understanding theory and practice, and 
argues for Research through Design as a process of learning which can be used 
to help designers such as myself contribute to complex issues such as plastic waste. 
This portfolio is presented amongst Chapter 3 of this thesis as an interactive PDF 
to simulate its intended form as a website, which will be made live after this thesis 
is completed.

Thesis overview

The following thesis documents and details the processes outlined above in three 
chapters: 

Chapter 1 foregrounds the literary framework that has guided and informed my 
particular approach to warped plastic. This varies from abstract theoretical con-
cepts such as liveliness and the agency of objects, to notions of durations of time 
that exist outside the human, and the role of storytelling in accessing these ways 
of thinking. Through this, I intend to demonstrate how these theories have been 
synthesised and adapted to form a conceptualisation of the warped plastics as 
lively, persistent entities, and to introduce my intention to construct stories 
around these particular narratives. I use creative responses to plastic to situate 
and apply these discussions back within a plastic context, and to materialise the 
ideas drawn from literary theory. Here, anthropomorphic storytelling, photograph- 
ic storytelling and participatory methods are introduced as potential methods to 
achieve this, and as methods to explore further.

0.4
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The questions introduced in Chapter 1—that asks how to materialise the theories 
from literary texts and construct stories around them—are addressed in Chapter 
2 through a detailing of my research design. I intend to demonstrate in Chapter 
2 how my exploratory, multi-method and Research through Design methodology 
allows for the theories and concepts in Chapter 1 to be teased out, made tangible 
and eventually communicated with other consumers. 

Chapter 3 provides full documentation of my critical journal and details all the 
methods and processes outlined in Chapter 2. The 	nal outcome of this research, 
this chapter draws together the experiments and creative work I have undertaken, 
and details how the theories and hypotheses from previous chapters were explored 
and executed. This chapter is presented in a ‘contextual portfolio’ format 
(Sadokierski, 2019) to provide transparency about the intuitive and self-re®ective 
processes that I underwent. I demonstrate through this format that the various 
experiments dealing with photography and visual categorising, material play, and 
anthropomorphic storytelling were driven by a self-re®ective and evaluative pro-
cess—which allowed me to identify that generating stories produces the most 
tangible results. I establish in this chapter how the participatory design workshops 
were developed and designed, and show through analytical accounts of the results 
their success in facilitating ecological conversation amongst most participants. 

I conclude this thesis by demonstrating how this collective process informed  
and allowed me, a designer, to craft, communicate and encourage in others 
explorations of stories about the longevity of plastic. I position the 	nal outcome 
of this research as an invitation and resource for others to continue exploring and 
thinking through the longevity of plastic, and as such highlight that the impact 
of this project lies in its continual circulation. 



Chapter 1

LITERATURE 
     &

 CONTEXTUAL
REVIEW
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The �rst question this research asks is how: how might change around perceptions 
of plastic as disposable be instigated and created; how might this be achieved by 
an individual designer; and how can using warped plastics facilitate these changes? 
This chapter introduces the theoretical contexts and creative precedents that have 
shaped understandings of how to address these questions, and seeks to use the 
discussions that follow to foreground my approach to changemaking around 
plastic. 

In the �rst part of this chapter, I turn to particular arguments from academic 
literature and �elds of eco-philosophy to divide the problem of plastic into smaller 
problems that I can actively address. Using the arguments of theorists from this 
�eld, I frame the problem of plastic as being one of perception—and one that is 
perpetuated by myopic human consumerist worldviews. I consider their arguments 
that acknowledging nonhuman worldviews through storytelling can combat this, 
and in doing so, highlight nonhuman storytelling as a method for introducing  
new conversations about plastic waste. I propose that these conversations can 
shift consumer perceptions of plastic as disposable. Furthermore, these lenses are 
applied to interpretations of the warped plastics to form a hypothesis that story-
telling through the nonhuman perspectives of the warped plastics can facilitate 
dialogue about the longevity of plastic. 

In the second part, I draw upon creative precedents which address plastic waste 
to understand how to materialise these theories and communicate them to 
consumers. Using these precedents, I particularly propose methods of anthropo-
morphism, photography and participatory approaches as a way of instigating 
conversations about the longevity of plastic in consumers. Overall, I propose and 
hypothesise that these various concepts and methods can be used to weave stories 
about plastic in speculative, poetic and interesting ways—ways that can aord 
new dialogues and tangibly shift consumer perceptions of plastic as disposable. 
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Part One: Literature

Drawing on environmental thinking in this research

Although this thesis is concerned with plastic speci�cally, it draws from broader 
�elds of waste, sustainability and climate change in the development of its 
conceptual framework. This is because the issue of plastic sits within much wider 
environmental problems. These issues share an awareness of and motivation to 
diminish the degrading eects of anthropocentric society on natural environments 
and their inhabitants. As such, discussions around plastic are inevitably linked 
to these wider conversations, and the theories for changemaking in these wider 
movements are considered in this thesis’ approach to plastic. 

Framing the warped plastics as lively

The theory that objects have agency is one strategy used by theorists to undermine 
and react against the Anthropocene, and provides an example of how to inspire 
ecological concern in consumers. Various theories from the 1980’s onwards—such 
as Donna Haraway’s theory of the object (1988), Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network-
Theory (2005), David Skrbina’s ‘panpsychism’ (2005), Tim Ingold’s concept of 
‘animism’ (2006) and Jane Bennett’s ‘vibrant matter’ (2010)—frame objects as 
sentient in order to challenge Western traditions of thought; traditions which 
have perpetuated a human construction of the world as a resource for our needs. 
These arguments are used in this research to propose that recognising objects and 
other entities as having their own agendas can re-orient humans to remember 
that the world exists beyond consumer and capitalist realities. 

Bennett’s theory of ‘vibrant matter’ (2010) particularly oers a poetic way of 
phrasing these arguments—one that aligns best with concepts of the longevity 
and materiality of plastic. Bennett proposes that all matter—including the 
inanimate and nonhuman—are ‘vibrant’ and ‘lively’; as “forces with trajectories, 
propensities, or tendencies of their own” (2010, p. viii). In this, Bennett challenges 
the perception of objects as “passive stu, as raw, brute, or inert” (2010, p. vii), 
and as objects which exist only in the presence of and in service to human needs. 
She uses the behaviour of waste to illustrate this agency of matter; “our trash is 
not ‘away’ in land�lls but generating lively streams of chemicals and volatile winds 
of methane as we speak” (Bennett, 2010, p. vii). This calls into consideration 
ideas that waste will always “persist” to exist even after disposal (Bennett, 2010, 

1.1

1.2
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p. 2); waste materials do not simply disappear once they are disposed of and out 
of human sight, nor are they ever safely ‘contained’. 

This research proposes that Bennett’s notions of the liveliness of matter can be 
visually demonstrated through the material warping of the plastics collected from 
Eco Barge; their warped forms reveal that plastic waste continues to exist and 
‘live’ even after disposal. Through adopting Bennett’s lenses of vibrant matter, 
the transformations and changes to these plastics—from their original consumer 
functions (bottles, rope, lids) to more ambiguous forms—highlight that plastics 
can behave in ways outside of what they were created for. They are visual manifest-
ations of the longevity of plastic waste in their continued existence, and can be 
used to call into question our normative perceptions of plastic as disposable. 

These warped forms also demonstrate that plastic waste behaves in ways that  
are enmeshed within wider systems. Their warping and the presence of marine 
growths are results of interactions between plastic and other entities. This calls 
to mind Tsing’s arguments that the world is comprised of “the interplay of many 
kinds of beings” which are “entangled” (2015, pp. vii–viii); nothing can exist in 
isolation without impacting and being impacted by other entities. Seeing plastic 
waste as entangled supports Bennett’s notions of liveliness, as it further highlights 
that plastic waste is not “passive” (2010, vii). This understanding is particularly 
important in this research, as it frames the problem of plastic as being more than 
just excess litter and waste. As biologist David Barnes describes, “plastic is not 
just an aesthetic problem. It can actually change entire ecosystems” (Freinkel, 
2011, p. 133). Examples of this can be seen in past headlines of research and news 
articles (Figure 6), which reveal (even unintentionally) what can happen when 
plastics live these post-disposal lives. 

This research hence proposes that opening up an awareness of the lively and 
entangled nature of post-use plastics can make their longevity and potential 
impacts a tangible concern. It does this through treating the warped plastics from 
Eco Barge as visualisations and demonstrations of these theories. In seeking to 
identify, recognise and communicate the lively undercurrents of plastic, this 
research also inevitably seeks to diminish the importance of human perceptions 
of reality, by forcing an awareness of what lies outside the human. This research 
thus also sits within wider �elds of eco-philosophy, and makes links to their 
arguments.



The New York Times 1952 (“Plastic Film linked to cancer—this year’s Technion”, 1952)

Plastic Film linked to cancer—this year’s Technion

Science 1953 (Oppenheimer et al., 1953)

Malignant Tumors Resulting from Embedding Plastics in Rodents

The New York Times 1959 (“63 plastic-bag deaths”, 1959)

63 Plastic-Bag Deaths

The Auk 1969 (Kenyon & Kridler, 1969)

Laysan Albatrosses swallow indigestible matter

The Washington Post 1972 (Cohn, 1972)

Plastics Residues Found in Bloodstreams

Proceedings of the Workshop on the Fate and Impact of Marine Debris 1985 (Day et al., 1985)

Ingestion of plastic pollutants by marine birds 

The Canberra Times 1990 (“Blue milk tops may be threat to birds”, 1990)

Blue milk tops may be threat to birds

Nature 1993 (Ryan & Moloney, 1993)

Marine litter keeps increasing

Marine debris: Sources, impacts and solutions 1997 (Laist, 1997)

Impacts of Marine Debris: Entanglement of Marine Life in Marine Debris 
Including a Comprehensive List of Species with Entanglement and Ingestion 
Records

Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B 2009 (Gregory, 2009)

Environmental implications of plastic debris in marine settings—entanglement, 
ingestion, smothering, hangers-on, hitch-hiking and alien invasions

The Guardian 2018 (Hinsliff, 2018)

Even our own bodies now contain plastic waste. It’s time to get drastic

ABC News 2018 (“Dead whale found with 115 plastic cups and two thongs in its stomach”, 2018)

Dead whale found with 115 plastic cups and two thongs in its stomach

The Sydney Morning Herald 2019 (Moore, 2019)

Forty-year-old plastic bags found near Moreton Bay as turtles choke

The Conversation 2020 (Duffy & Eastmann, 2020)

Newly hatched Florida sea turtles are consuming dangerous quantities of ¥oating 
plastic

Figure 6
Newspaper and journal article headlines provide evidence for the liveliness of plastic. These headlines were sourced using online Trove archives 
and journal databases, while researching into and tracing past research about plastic. Headlines from this research were collated into a diagram 
to illustrate the overwhelming narrative about the agency and entanglement of plastic which was discovered. 

LIVELY PLASTIC IN NEWS AND JOURNAL HEADLINES
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Looking outside the human

Arguments within �elds of eco-philosophy present ideas that it is a human short-
sightedness that must be overcome in order for ecological issues to be truly and 
genuinely addressed. This is a view shared by many researchers—such as Claire 
Colebrook, Timothy Morton, Rob Nixon, Steven Shaviro, Per Espen Stoknes, 
Anna Tsing and Joanna Zylinska—who, as outlined below, reason that a lack of 
ecological concern stems from an inability to see how consumerism and anthropo-
centrism are impacting a larger-than-human, and larger-than-Western-society, 
world. Eco-psychologist and artist David Abram succinctly conveys how this can 
perpetuate environmental problems: 

What is climate change if not a consequence of failing to respect or 
even to notice the elemental medium in which we’re immersed? Is 
not global warming, or rather, global weirding or even global 
burning, an unintended consequence of taking the air for granted? 
(Handelshøyskolen BI, 2012, 2:42)

This problem of seeing is further expanded upon in Colebrook’s ‘Framing the  
End of the Species: Images without Bodies’ (2013). Colebrook suggests that the 
stimulus granted to humans by the developments of modern life—such as the 
internet and consumer goods—inhibits the ability to position ourselves as a 
species in a wider world (2013, p. 58). Colebrook quietly urges for us to remember—
to see beyond the spectacle of consumer society—and argues that remembering 
can help save humanity from its otherwise inevitable self-imposed climate-driven 
extinction (2013). However, while Colebrook attributes humanity’s myopic 
perception of the world to a society of the spectacle, others attribute more physical 
and mortal restrictions on this. 

Psychologist Per Espen Stoknes, for instance, reasons that our short-sightedness 
as a species stems from limitations on what we can directly experience in our 
lives—“people tend to disregard problems they cannot see or feel” (2015, p. 33). 
Given that environmental consequences of consumption often occur in spaces 
away from human-populated environments, it is understandable that their wider 
implications are not commonly occurring considerations. However, the arguments 
made by Stoknes, and by many other theorists explored in this thesis, re¥ect a 
somewhat privileged point of view; �rst on account of being human in a human- 
centred world, and second of being a human interacting with the world from a 

1.3
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Western perspective. With the arguments of Stoknes, this assumes that all humans 
are equally contributing to environmental issues, and that all humans cannot see 
or feel the consequences of these problems. 

Writer Rob Nixon, however, disbands this notion by highlighting that the conseq-
uences of consumption are often oªoaded and dealt with by poorer and more 
disadvantaged cultures (2011). Nixon’s writings frame ecological consequences 
of consumption as aecting both human and nonhuman actants, and thus deals 
with ethics at both an ecological and human context; asking whether it is 
acceptable to in¥ict this damage on the world within which we live, and to other 
humans who live and feel like us. Most notably, Nixon demonstrates through his 
writings that these impacts reverberate through time and can continue to eect 
environments and people at wider timescales. Nixon states that these ecological 
consequences are often “slowly unfolding” and “elusive” (2011, pp. 2-3), and 
cannot be fully witnessed within one human lifespan. 

These writings thus foreground and place importance on looking outside of 
ourselves on both a human and cultural level. These writings argue that turning 
our gazes to these wider worldviews can naturally facilitate ecological concern 
and establish ethical considerations of our impacts on wider worlds. What is 
needed is hence a turn to the nonhuman, or looking outside the human; of being 
aware of the wider cultures, timelines, worlds, eects and entities in existence 
alongside and beyond humans. And while this research does not speci�cally 
address issues of displacing the by-products of consumerism to poorer nations, it 
recognises the importance of generating conversations that look towards the 
other: to non-privileged humans and nonhumans alike in order to establish a more 
ethical consumer culture. 

These writings highlight two courses of action for disrupting an ecological and 
human short-sightedness; �rstly, they argue for a de-centring of human consum-
erist worldviews to allow for a recognition that we exist as part of a much  
larger ecosystem (Colebrook, 2013; Nixon, 2011; Stoknes, 2015; Tsing, 2015). And 
secondly, they propose the generation of stories as a way to access and make 
witnessable these wider and nonhuman worldviews (Colebrook, 2013; Nixon, 
2011; Stoknes, 2015; Tsing, 2015). This has informed a turn to considering non-
human worldviews in this research; a worldview that helps to articulate and make 
tangible the persistence of plastic waste and what this longevity actually means. 
In line with this, this research hypothesises that interpreting the warped plastics 
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through these nonhuman worldviews, and constructing stories through these 
perspectives, can assist with recognising and understanding just how long plastic 
waste can persist for. It argues that these stories can be used to explore and 
introduce conversations about plastic waste as being able to continue to exist 
beyond humans and human lifespans, and that the lifespan of plastic is not con�ned 
within human concepts of time (such as decades or centuries). This is explored 
through the experiments in Chapter 3.

Storytelling to generate nonhuman ways of thinking

This research particularly argues for the generation of stories through nonhuman 
lenses and worldviews—stories that follow and use as their protagonists non-
human entities and matter—to facilitate discussions that disrupt dominant 
worldviews of humans as being separate to and apart from the wider world. The 
importance of these stories is highlighted by Colebrook, Tsing and Stoknes. 
Colebrook suggests that stories about the nonhuman can tear “the eye from the 
body” (2013, p. 55) and shift perceptions to “other timelines, other points of view 
and other rhythms” (2013, p. 60). This is supported by Tsing’s arguments that “to 
enlarge what is possible, we need other kinds of stories”—stories that don’t 
include the activities of humans (2015, p. 156). Finally, Stoknes’ statement that 

“the more we tell these stories, the more we will begin to live with them” (2015, 
p. 135) succinctly summarises the importance of storytelling; exposure to stories 
can build towards facilitating new realities and worldviews.

These discussions highlight two capabilities of storytelling; storytelling as a way 
of disseminating and shifting the views of others, and storytelling as a way of 
personally accessing these nonhuman perspectives. The �rst understands that 
the act of reading or viewing stories can provoke shifts in worldview and equip 
readers with the ability to see the nonhuman. The second recognises that the  
act of generating nonhuman stories serves as a way of shifting the storyteller 
themselves. Nixon supports the latter in arguing that writing “can help make the 
unapparent appear, making it accessible and tangible by humanizing drawn-out 
threats inaccessible to the immediate senses” (2011, p. 15). As a perspective and 
worldview that can be di¬cult to adopt (as it exceeds our witnessable reality and 
requires us to imagine and speculate), the act of generating nonhuman stories 
can hence assist in facilitating access to these ways of thinking. This research 

1.4
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explores both methods of storytelling as a way of visualising and opening up 
conversation about the nonhuman longevity of the warped plastic.

The emphasis here, however, is on the ability of nonhuman storytelling to provide 
access to these nonhuman perspectives; it is not possible to de-centre humans 
entirely and become removed from the reality which governs daily life. What is 
instead highlighted above is how storytelling can provide glimpses to these worlds 
and introduce these nonhuman worldviews; making consideration and discussion 
around the wider impacts of our consumption a little more accessible, common 
and accepted. This research thus asks, and explores through the experiments of 
Chapter 3, how these nonhuman stories can be constructed in order to make the 
nonhuman longevity of plastic both tangible and moving. It is especially guided 
by and draws on the writings of Bennett to provide insight into this process.

Constructing nonhuman stories

Bennett’s arguments for following and tracing the vibrancy of matter (2010, p. 
x)—mapping how objects can react, change and exist outside of humans—oer 
a way of generating nonhuman stories. This requires illuminating the afterlives 
of waste; of turning our gazes to consider how they exist after disposal. This 
highlights that adopting the perspective of waste and following and imagining  
its journeys through time can provide a path for accessing and articulating the 
nonhuman longevity of plastic waste. 

This research uses the warped plastics collected from Eco Barge to visualise and 
enact these theories of storytelling around the nonhuman. As entities that are 
both products of human consumerist society and of nonhuman worlds (in having 
warped in environments outside the human), they provide a point of access to 
these other worldviews. Translating the warping of these plastics into stories 
about how these warped plastics ended up the way they did can hence facilitate 
access to these wider-than-human worldviews. The experiments conducted in 
Chapter 3 trial how to generate these stories about the warped plastics to shift 
our gazes to their nonhuman timelines, in ways that make the persistence of plastic 
waste more tangible and recognisable. 

1.5
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Part Two: Creative approaches

The concepts discussed above, however, exist and are executed predominantly 
within academic and scholarly texts. Turning to creative precedents seeks to test 
these theories and think about how to materialise them in speculative and poetic 
ways. This highlights more accessible methods for communicating these nonhuman 
stories to and with consumers. This section especially considers how stories about 
plastic might be told in more engaging and interesting forms outside of traditional 
text-based approaches, and—speaking from a design background—considers 
how stories might be told through visual means specifically. It explores 
anthropomorphic stories, photography and participatory approaches as potential 
methods for visualising and communicating these abstract concepts.

Anthropomorphic stories

While Bennett’s writings provide insight into how to generate stories, this insight 
is purely theoretical and does not supply materials to equip us with knowing  
how to �rstly access and imagine how waste might continue to live. Ian Chillag’s 
anthropomorphic podcast series Everything is Alive (2018-present), however, 
provides an example of how to access these more nonhuman ways of thinking 
through its prompt-based storytelling structure. This series interviews mundane 
objects who talk through their life experiences, creating stories about the existence 
of objects through their imagined perspectives. 

“If and when I’m nally consumed, I hope 
I’m consumed by someone who enjoys it. But 
I like to imagine that if you’re drunk 
immediately, that instead of being a painful 
process, there’s the sort of rst moment of 
relief.” Louis, a can of Cola, interviewed by Chillag (Chillag, 2018, 3:02)

In viewing objects through anthropomorphic lenses, Chillag’s podcast opens up 
speculation about how objects might exist and experience the world as entities 
in their own right. It is his use of the interview format, however, that especially 
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illuminates how these speculations can �rst come into form. By asking questions 
of objects, and of imagining their responses in return, we can thus access  
nonhuman worldviews. This demonstrates that anthropomorphism and prompt-
based storytelling can assist the process of looking outside the human. I explore 
this as a potential story generation method in the experiments of Chapter 3. This 
is done with caution, however, as regarding objects as having overtly human 
emotions and cognitive abilities can perpetuate the role of the object in human 
worlds—as the object can then only emote within these systems (Bennett, 2010, 
pp. xiv-xv). For example, in episode 1 of Everything is Alive (Chillag, 2018), a 
coke can’s ‘experiences’ are constrained within cycles of human purchase, use and 
disposal. What happens to the can itself as more than a product for consumption 
is not discussed. This type of overt anthropomorphising can hence perpetuate 
human-centred understandings that waste ceases to exist after consumption and 
disposal. 

This research thus recognises anthropomorphism as a potential story generation 
method, and hypothesises that ideas of agency and the anthropomorphic qualities 
of objects are closely linked. Bennett acknowledges this in revealing that turning 
to the vibrancy of matter requires calling “to mind a childhood sense of the world 
as �lled with all sorts of animate beings” (2010, p. 20). Anthropomorphism can 
hence provide ways of opening up and accessing these more abstract frames of 
mind, and is explored as a method in the experiments in Chapter 3. 

Where this research diers from Chillag’s podcast is that it uses anthropomorph-
ism as an initial exploratory method for accessing lively notions, and eventually 
moves away from human likenesses. It frames the plastic as anthropomorphic in 
a lively sense—they are alive and can experience—and uses this to create stories 
that ‘listen’ to what the plastics might be saying through their warped forms. And 
while this research does explore, like Chillag, the use of language to execute and 
articulate these stories, the warped forms of plastic make this particularly di¬cult. 
These forms, and their ambiguity in being so far removed from normative images 
of plastic, challenge our ability to describe them. Putting the liveliness of plastic 
into de�nitive words and language simpli�es the nuance and vibrancy of their 
being. We cannot ever fully grasp or express the tacit liveliness of plastic through 
language. As such, this research moves to consider visual forms of communication 
in order to capture the unrecognisable and inarticulable forms of plastic. 
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Visual stories

Visual forms of communication play a vital role in this thesis as the warped forms 
are interesting because of their appearance. This research therefore places 
importance on exploring how to visually communicate them; on how to visualise 
these forms in ways that are meaningful, impactful and shareable. 

I draw upon three examples to demonstrate how visual mediums can communicate 
concerns and stories about the afterlives of plastic to consumers. These examples 
use photography as a medium, and argue for the ability of the visual, and part-
icularly photography, to impact and speak to viewers. In Kelly Jazvac’s 
Plastiglomerate (2013), photography is used to document and communicate 
�ndings of warped plastics on Kamilo Beach in Hawai’i (Figure 7 & Figure 8). 
Chris Jordan’s Midway: Message from the Gyre (2009-present) uses photography 
to document the realities of plastic waste found in the stomachs of dead albatrosses 
on Midway Atoll (Figure 9). Mandy Barker’s Soup: Fragmented Cups (2012) 
visualises plastic marine debris from around the world (Figure 10). The examples 
chosen demonstrate how stories about the afterlives, or continuing lives, of plastic 
waste can be communicated through photography. From these examples,  
two possible approaches to photographic visualisation are drawn: the use of 
photography to provide visual evidence, and the use of photography to aestheticise 
plastic. 

1.7
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Figure 7
Plastiglomerate (Jazvac, 
2013) is a series of 
photographs depicting 
melted combinations of 
sand, plastic and other 
beach materials from 
Kamilo Beach in Hawai’i.

Note. From Stones, by K. 
Jazvac, 2013, Kelly Jazvac 
(http://www.kellyjazvac.
com/Stones/Stones.html). 
Copyright 2013 by Kelly 
Jazvac.

Figure 8
Plastiglomerate (Jazvac, 
2013).

Note. From Stones, by K. 
Jazvac, 2013, Kelly Jazvac 
(http://www.kellyjazvac.
com/Stones/Stones.html). 
Copyright 2013 by Kelly 
Jazvac.

[Production Note: This figure is not included in 
this digital copy due to copyright restrictions.] 

[Production Note: This figure is not included in 
this digital copy due to copyright restrictions.] 

https://kellyjazvac.com/Plastiglomerates
https://kellyjazvac.com/Plastiglomerates
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Figure 9
Midway: Message from 
the Gyre. (Jordan, 
2009-present)

Note. From Midway: 
Message from the Gyre, by 
C. Jordan, 2009-present,
Chris Jordan (http://
www.chrisjordan.com/
gallery/midway/#CF000
313%2018x24). Copyright
2009 by Chris Jordan.

http://www.chrisjordan.com/gallery/midway/
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Figure 10
Soup: Fragmented Cups. 
(Barker, 2012)

Note. From SOUP, by 
M. Barker, 2012, Mandy
Barker (https://www.
mandy-barker.com/
soup-2). Copyright
2012 by Mandy Barker.

[Production Note: This figure is not included in 
this digital copy due to copyright restrictions.] 

https://www.mandy-barker.com/soup-2
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Photography as evidence

Photography is used in these examples as a way of recording the far-away occurring 
events of post-use plastic; Jazvac records the plastic at a remote beach in Hawai’i, 
Jordan documents plastic at an island only inhabited for research purposes, and 
Barker deals with vast ocean spaces and numerous coastlines. In this, photography 
is a way of documenting and providing ‘evidence’ of the consequences of plastic 
waste, and makes tangible their impacts to human consumer audiences (Barker, 
as cited in Strecker, 2016; Jordan, as cited in PARLEYCHANNEL, 2015).

For Jazvac and Jordan, this notion of ‘photography as evidence’ is demonstrated 
in the relatively unmanipulated nature of their photographs; they present the 
plastic ‘as is’, or ‘as found’. In Plastiglomerate (Jazvac, 2013), this pertains to 
collecting samples of the warped conglomerates and photographing them in a 
way that enhances the image of their materiality (Figure 7 & Figure 8). Jordan’s 
Midway: Message from the Gyre (2009-present) takes this further, documenting 
in situ the plastic found—“not a single piece of plastic in any of these photographs 
was moved, placed, manipulated, arranged, or altered in any way” (2009) (Figure 
9). These examples demonstrate understandings that the raw ‘images’ of plastic, 
and the way they exist, are powerful visuals in themselves. This idea is supported 
in critic Kirsty Robertson’s response to Plastiglomerate (Jazvac, 2013), which 
oers that “the extensive life spans of plastic and rock do not need any further
intervention to illustrate their force” (2017, p. 43).

Barker’s photographs—while more manipulated in curation (discussed in the next 
section)—similarly exhibit intentions to provide ‘evidence’ of how plastic exists 
post-human (Figure 10). This is made evident in the aims of the project, which 
seeks to “make the public aware of facts concerning the detrimental eects of 
marine plastic” (Strecker, 2016). 

There is a strong focus in these examples on ‘factually’ communicating the realities 
of how plastic waste continues to exist in nonhuman spaces. This places import-
ance on the medium of photography for its ability to capture true-to-eye accounts 
of the plastic. It also places importance on the appearances and state of the plastic 
themselves, and assumes that presenting the visual of these plastics can stimulate 
concern and increase ecological thought in viewers. Informed by these ideas,  
the early experiments in this research explored approaching photography in  
similar ways—seeking to capture indisputable evidence of the warped plastics to 
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stimulate thought and conversation around the persistence of plastic waste (see 
Chapter 3). 

The visual similarity between the plastic in Jazvac’s work and the warped plastics 
collected from Eco Barge has also heavily in¥uenced the speci�c narratives comm-
unicated in this thesis. In Plastiglomerate (Jazvac, 2013), the warped plastics are 
photographed and presented to communicate the deep geological persistence of 
plastic waste (Jazvac, as cited in Valentine, 2015). Jazvac’s interpretation of the 
plastiglomerates as such has informed understandings in this research that plastic 
waste continues to exist beyond humans, on a scale of time that is nonhuman, 
deep and incomprehensible. I take two understandings from Jazvac in my research. 
Firstly, that the image and existence of warped plastics provides evidence of these 
ever-continuing lifespans of plastic waste. This has further shaped understandings 
that warped plastics are visualisations of the afterlives of plastic. And secondly, 
that representations of slow and nonhuman time can potentially be used to 
facilitate concern and re¥ection in viewers. This has informed the hypothesis in 
this research that stories of deep geological time can be drawn from the warped 
plastics to provide access to nonhuman worldviews, and stimulate ecological 
concern in consumers. The design experiments in Chapter 3 work through trialling 
and exploring these hypotheses further. 

Photography to aestheticise plastic

Jazvac and Barker’s approach to communicating plastic through aestheticised 
means is a strategy also considered in this research. Jazvac’s Plastiglomerate (2013) 
photographs the plastic curated and assembled onto a white backdrop (Figure 7 
& Figure 8). This was intended to frame the plastiglomerates to highlight the 
slow material formations of these plastics and to “prompt viewers to ask important 
questions about all the conditions and processes that led to their existence” 
(Jazvac, as cited in Yalcinkaya, 2019). However, this style of photography also 
shares similarities with the product photography often seen in commercial 
advertisements. While the intent of recontextualising these plastics into art to 
provoke thought does seem valid, the execution of these photographs further 
reiterates their status as a staid object in human eyes. This is because Jazvac’s 
photographic framing uses conventions associated with human consumerist ways 
of seeing. 
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Barker’s photographs are similarly curated, with collected plastic debris arranged 
on a black background to allude to the endless depths of the ocean from which 
the plastics were found (Figure 10). This curation of the plastic seeks to move 
away from familiar images of plastic waste on beaches and in the ocean—images 
that Barker describes as no longer impactful (2017, p. 129). Taking the plastics 
and photographing them out of their natural context is used as a strategy to 
engage viewers and make them more amenable to thinking about what they are 
viewing (Barker, 2017, p. 129; Barker, as cited in Cookson, 2018). 

This approach of presenting curated and composed photographs of plastic is 
considered in the early experiments of this research (see Chapter 3). It takes the 
method of collecting and removing plastic waste and aesthetically framing them 
to better illustrate “their force” (Robertson, 2017, p. 43). However, soon after 
experimenting with these approaches, questions around whether photographs of 
plastic can really communicate its longevity and impact on consumers shifted this 
research to consider other forms of communication. This is supported by Bruce 
Tharp and Stephanie Tharp, designers specialising in discursive design, who argue 
that eorts to generate thought, discussion and re¥ection “should think beyond 
traditional models of passive exhibition” (2018, p. 278). This has in¥uenced a 
turn to participatory methods of communication in this research. 

Participatory stories

While not focused on plastic speci�cally, the examples in this category demon-
strate how stories can be disseminated through participatory and activity-based 
approaches. These approaches dier to the ones above as they do not produce 
material for audiences to ‘view’; rather, they design experiences embedded with 
meaning for individuals to engage with. This type of participatory design attempts 

“to co-design awareness and understanding, and scaold connections among 
people” (Light & Akama, 2014, p. 153). Examples of this are present in the 
participatory design workshop ‘Conversing WITH Materials’ (Norris et al., 2018), 
in the collaborative project Crochet Coral Reef (Wertheim & Wertheim, 2015) 
and in the publication How to be an Explorer of the World (Smith, 2008). 

1.8
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Figure 11
Maps of group 
conversations from 

‘Conversing WITH 
Materials’. (Norris et al., 
2018, p. 25)

Note. From “Conversing 
with materials - How do 
we converse with 
materials and other 
beings to co-design 
equitably?”, by J. Norris, 
E. Karana, & N. 
Nimkulrat, 2018, 

‘Conversing WITH 
materials’, in S. 
Prendeville, A. Durrant, 
N. O’Murchú, & K. 
Leahy (Eds.), Book of 
DRS2018 conversations 
(p. 25). Design Research 
Society. CC BY-NC-SA 
4.0.

 

This	work	is	licensed	under	a	Creative	Commons	Attribution-NonCommercial-
Share	Alike	4.0	International	License.	https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-sa/4.0/	

	

Small	group	conversations	on	‘What	does	it	mean	to	listen	to	Materials?’	

	

	

	

Maps	of	the	different	group	conversations	responding	to	the	first	question.	
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Figure 12
Page from How to be an 
Explorer of the World. 
(Smith, 2008, p. 11)

Note. From How to be an 
explorer of the world: 
Portable life museum (p. 
11), K. Smith, 2008, 
Penguin Books. 
Copyright 2008 by Keri 
Smith.

Figure 13
Page from How to be an 
Explorer of the World. 
(Smith, 2008, p. 29)

Note. From How to be an 
explorer of the world: 
Portable life museum (p. 
29), K. Smith, 2008, 
Penguin Books. 
Copyright 2008 by Keri 
Smith.

http://www.kerismith.com/
http://www.kerismith.com/
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Figure 14
Crochet anemone by 
Margaret Wertheim. 
(Wertheim & Wertheim, 
2015, p. 49)

Note. From Crochet Coral 
Reef: A project by the 
Institute For Figuring (p. 
49), by M. Wertheim, & 
C. Wertheim, 2015,
Institute For Figuring.
Copyright 2015 by
Institute For Figuring.

Figure 15
Margaret Wertheim in 
the Föhr Satellite Reef, 
Museum Kunst de 
Westküste, Föhr, 
Germany, 2012. 
(Wertheim & Wertheim, 
2015, pp. 2-3)

Note. From Crochet Coral 
Reef: A project by the 
Institute For Figuring (pp. 
2-3), by M. Wertheim, &
C. Wertheim, 2015,
Institute For Figuring.
Copyright 2015 by
Institute For Figuring.

https://www.margaretwertheim.com/crochet-coral-reef
https://www.margaretwertheim.com/crochet-coral-reef
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The examples in this category place importance on the ability of designed activities 
to evoke particular narratives and ways of thinking in participants. In Jane Norris, 
Elvin Karana and Nithikul Nimkulrat’s workshop ‘Conversing WITH Materials’ 
(2018), activities designed to de-centre human realities were used to encourage 
equal relationships between designers and materials. This involved listening to 
the sounds of materials and collaborative group discussions about the topic of 
materials (Norris et al., 2018, p. 25)(Figure 11). In this, the responses of participants 
to the designed activities of the workshop both facilitated and generated non-
human stories. This example highlights that participatory design workshops can 
be used as a way for consumers to engage with ideas and stories. It also highlights 
that participatory design workshops can provide a space for a collective generation 
of stories in participants’ interactions with the objects, other participants and 
facilitators of the workshop. This potential for participatory design workshops 
to communicate with consumers rather than at is explored as a method in Chapter 
3. The experiments in Chapter 3 particularly consider structuring workshops 
around activities of conversation, drawing on Norris, Karana and Nimkulrat’s 
arguments that “the format of a conversation (rather than an address or lecture) 
was particularly appropriate for co-producing new understanding and for form-
ulating equitable relationships amongst human and non-human beings” (2018, 
p. 21). 

Keri Smith’s How to be an Explorer of the World (2008) similarly facilitates shifts 
in thought through activity-based forms. Smith’s book is comprised of activities 
and exercises designed to facilitate exploration and wonder in readers (Figure 12 
& Figure 13). In this, Smith argues that the process of engaging with these activities 
can shift readers to see the world in dierent ways. Packaged as self-guided 
exercises and instructions for readers, Smith’s How to be an Explorer of the World 
(2008) can be seen as similar to design research methods of a ‘kit’ or ‘cultural 
probe’—designers Bella Martin and Bruce Hanington describe “cultural probes 
are provocative instruments given to participants to inspire new forms of self-
understanding and communication about their lives, environments, thoughts, and 
interactions” (2012, p. 54). This has informed experiments using cultural probes 
as a method for engaging consumers in nonhuman stories around plastic—and 
most importantly—for encouraging self-realisations about plastic’s longevity in 
this research. These experiments borrow from Smith’s book the exercise structure 
and shift-in-perspective intent, but seeks to use activities to learn more about 
how consumers (as participants) view plastic and also how the process of the 
probes aects participants. These experiments thus follow more typical cultural 
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probe structures, whereby the responses of participants are returned to the 
facilitator for re¥ection. 

This idea of process as a method for inspiring and understanding particular ways 
of seeing the world is also present in Margaret Wertheim and Christine Wertheim’s 
Crochet Coral Reef (Figure 14 & Figure 15). Crochet Coral Reef (2015) is an ongoing 
project teaching and inviting others to participate in crocheting corals using  
a hyperbolic code. It particularly uses the act of making—of crocheting—to 
stimulate concern for the reefs and the environment (Wertheim & Wertheim, 
2015, p. 24). Wertheim and Wertheim refer to this as a form of “praxis—a process 
through which a theory, lesson or skill is enacted, embodied and realized practically 
rather than purely intellectually” (2015, p. 140). With over 8,000 participants from 
all over the world, the meaning behind the project is metaphoric, with exhibitions 
of participant eorts (Figure 15) demonstrating the amount of individuals actively 
engaging and collectively conversing about the state of coral reefs (Wertheim & 
Wertheim, 2015, p. 24). In this, Crochet Coral Reef uses activities of collaborative 
and generative making to facilitate wide and global conversations around the 
state of coral reefs (Wertheim & Wertheim, 2015). 

These examples demonstrate how the act of making—of actively engaging— 
rather than viewing creates change. The value of these projects is hence in the 
intangible process of re¥ection and thought that they instigate in participants. 
Referring to the writings of Light and Akama, these participatory designs 
demonstrate an intent to intervene in ways that encourage further and future 
development in participants beyond a single workshop or interaction (2014, p. 
158); they stimulate a process for continuing shifts and change. These approaches 
highlight that considering how stories engage with consumers is equally as 
important as the stories themselves. They prioritise creating dialogue between 
participants and their activities, and between the participants themselves. They 
ultimately argue for types of approaches that facilitate and collaborate with others 
to shift perspectives, as opposed to approaches that tell others what to think and 
feel. This demonstrates that allowing others to generate their own stories and 
understandings can be powerful in facilitating conversation and shifting change.

In these participatory approaches, it is the participant-led nature of the activities 
and interactions which encourages participants to draw their own interpretations 
and conclusions in a mutual environment (in the case of Norris et al. and Wertheim 
& Wertheim). These kinds of participant activities can be interpreted as what 
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sociologists Susan Star and James Griesemer call ‘boundary objects’—as objects 
that “have dierent meanings in dierent social worlds but their structure is 
common enough to more than one world to make them recognisable” (1989, p. 
393). The participants are encouraged to respond to the activities through their 
own perspectives, values and life situations; their own ‘social worlds’ (Star & 
Griesemer, 1989) and to share these responses with others. This approach allows 
for any resulting realisations to �t within the idiosyncratic world of each 
participant and leaves room for them to decide how and what changes might �t 
their particular situation. It places control in the hands of the viewers and 
understands that change occurs when an individual wants to, rather than is told 
to. Light and Akama place particular importance on these types of participatory 
approaches, stating that forming “relations” rather than outcomes creates an 

“ongoing and never completed” way of thinking that can be built upon and scalable 
by participants (2014, p. 158). These participatory approaches thus initiate and 
plant a seed for shifts in perception and conversation, with the role of the creators 
of these outcomes being to facilitate and “co-create new ways of being and 
becoming over time and space” (Light & Akama, 2014, p. 159). 

The later experiments in this research (Chapter 3) adapt these ideas to consider 
how activities may be designed around the warped plastics to facilitate concerns 
around the longevity of plastic waste. From Crochet Coral Reef (Wertheim & 
Wertheim, 2015), this research considers the concept of collaborative praxis as a 
way of encouraging exploration and conversation around nonhuman worldviews. 
Speci�cally, it questions whether storytelling around the longevity of warped 
plastics is a form of praxis in itself, and whether this can make tangible to 
participants these realities. It takes from How to be an Explorer of the World 
(Smith, 2008) and ‘Conversing WITH Materials’ (Norris et al., 2018) ideas of 
using prompted and conversational activities of storytelling to generate stories 
in and with participants.

Conclusion

The explorations of literature and creative precedents in this chapter provide 
opportunity to frame the problem of plastic as one of perception. This allows  
for several hypotheses to be formed around how to address and shift consumer 
perceptions through opening up wider conversations—and around how to use 

1.9
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this both to facilitate ecological concern about plastic and to make tangible the 
persistent longevity of plastic. These hypotheses include generating nonhuman 
stories and interpreting the warped plastics into these stories. They also include 
the identi�cation of anthropomorphism, prompt-based storytelling, photography 
and participatory approaches as a way to both access and generate these stories 
with consumers. The following chapter details how these hypotheses are explored 
and enacted.



Chapter 2

METHODS
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In this chapter, my aim of shifting consumer perceptions and generating 
conversation around plastic waste is enacted through a multi-method and  
Research through Design methodology. I engage in three phases to achieve this: 
Phase One: Collection and Observation, Phase Two: Speculative Stories and 
Phase Three: Participatory Design Workshops.

In Phase One, I foreground how methods of collecting and observing the plastics 
led to a tacit understanding of their material longevity. I draw upon art theorist 
Barbara Bolt to argue that methods of handling are vital for facilitating shifts in 
perception about plastic. 

In Phase Two, I propose that exploratory methods of speculative storytelling can 
be used to articulate, communicate and give form to abstract understandings of 
plastic as persistent materials. I adopt Bennett and Chillag’s methods of seeing 
to achieve this; accessing understandings of plastic as more than a consumer object 
through lively and anthropomorphic perceptions of plastic. In creating stories 
through these nonhuman lenses, I also seek to materialise and test the theories 
introduced in Chapter 1 through these methods. 

In Phase Three, I o�er participatory design workshops as a method for �nalising 
and testing the stories that were generated in Phase Two. In doing so, I also 
present participatory design workshops as a method for communicating these 
stories, and facilitating processes of nonhuman story generation, with consumers 
as participants. 

Overall, I demonstrate in this chapter how Research through Design method-
ologies have allowed me to form an exploratory and speculative practice of inquiry. 
I use the writings of designers Bella Martin and Bruce Hanington to identify the 
particular methods used.
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Phase One: Collection and Observation

Collection

Hypothesising that warped plastics can be used to demonstrate the liveliness and 
longevity of plastic, the �rst phase of this research was concerned with collecting 
additional samples of warped plastics. These samples would serve as a source  
of ‘data’ for this inquiry. 

Permission was obtained from Eco Barge to visit their headquarters in 
Whitsundays, Queensland, and to collect some of the plastics they had cleaned 
up from beaches. This process of collection involved manually sorting through 
bags of plastic debris to �nd samples of warped plastics (Figure 16). This proved 
messy, sweaty, chaotic and physically taxing—involving searching every bag and 
inspecting each plastic item in it for the possibility of a sign of warping. It was 
this experience, and the intimate engagement with the plastics in my collection 
of them, that would go on to inform the particular ways I have responded to and 
approached the plastics in later phases (Observation and Phase Two). 

Any plastic items found in these bags which displayed forms of melting, material 
warping or the presence of marine growths were collected and brought back  
to Sydney. Plastics which remained unchanged (and mostly intact) were left 
uncollected. This was decided as unchanged plastic waste still looked like  
their consumer function (of a bottle or a lid) and would not be able to evoke 
considerations of the afterlife of plastic as evidently as warped plastics could. 

2.1

Figure 16
Bags of plastic debris at 
the Eco Barge site. 
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During this collection phase, a self-imposed limit was set to collect no more than 
100 pieces of warped plastics. This was set to �t within luggage constraints for 
airplane travel back to Sydney. Eighty-four pieces of plastic were collected during 
this trip, making the amount of warped plastics collected for this research a total 
of 98 pieces (when added to the original 14 found while volunteering). 

Observation 

Observation was conducted in many forms as part of this research. Firstly, during 
collection, “casual” and exploratory observations (Martin & Hanington, 2012, 
p. 120) were conducted at the Eco Barge site. This points to an “intent to collect 
baseline information through immersion, particularly in territory that is new to 
the designer” (Martin & Hanington, 2012, p. 120). This was undertaken to 
develop a better understanding of the context these plastics came from, and to 
identify any potential information that could be used to dictate how these plastics 
are communicated. These observations were recorded in the form of photographs, 
sketches (Figure 17, Figure 18 & Figure 19), and re�ective journaling about what 
it was like being in the site (Figure 20). These observations were visualised in 
Experiment: Dealing with Waste and Experiment: Re/Collected (see page 94 & 
page 98). 

Figure 17
Photograph of Eco Barge 
site. 
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Figure 18
Photograph of Eco Barge 
site. 

Figure 19
Sketch of Eco Barge 
building.
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Figure 20
Journal accounts of being 
at Eco Barge. 

Another way observation was conducted was through a more structured obser-
vation process. At Eco Barge, the plastics collected typically went through a 
labour-intensive process of being prepared for recycling. Structured observation 
sought to map and visualise the steps involved in this, and to explore what happens 
to the plastics after collection. A semi-structured interview with Fiona Broadbent, 
the volunteer coordinator of Eco Barge, assisted in visualising this process. The 
results of these observations were visualised into a diagram in Experiment:  
Dealing with Waste (see page 94). 

This process of collection and observation resulted in my gathering of an over-
whelming amount of information and plastic. Still reeling from the chaotic and 
messy experience of being at Eco Barge, and daunted by the amount of variance 
in warping on the plastics, a system of ordering the plastics was imposed. This is 
the third way observation was conducted. It includes a systematic observation 
of the plastics, whereby a process of “attentive looking and systematic recording 
of phenomena” (Martin & Hanington, 2012, p. 120) was engaged. These 
observations took on the form of a ‘material analysis’ which quantitatively 
identi�ed the “material composition, durability, wear patterns” of the plastic 
(Martin & Hanington, 2012, p. 14). This was used to identify and record any 
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changes found on these plastics—serving to visualise tacit understandings of them 
as persistent materials, and to gain control and order back over the unexpectedly 
chaotic experience that these plastics provided. These material observations were 
recorded in the form of note-taking and photography, and were later used as 
evidence and demonstrations of Bennett’s theory of ‘vibrant matter’ (2010).  
This is detailed and visualised in Experiment: A Visual Catalogue of Plastics, 
Experiment: A Typology of Marine Organisms and Experiment: Visual Analogies 
(on page 63–page 81). 

Collecting and observing the plastics thus involved intimate interaction with  
their forms, and it was this engagement with them that led to tacit understandings 
of the longevity and liveliness of plastic. This echoes Bolt’s theory of ‘material 
thinking’; described as “a knowing that arises through handling materials in 
practice” (2007, p. 29). Physically experiencing the plastics facilitated new 
perceptions of them as a lively material, and I adopt this as a method—both for 
my own practice of articulating the signi�cance of the warped plastics, and for 
communicating these ideas to consumers. This is combined with methods of 
storytelling to visualise and communicate these understandings. 

Phase Two: Speculative Stories

As a way of exploring, understanding and articulating the liveliness and nonhuman 
longevity of plastic, the warped plastics were translated into a series of speculative 
stories. These experiments sought to materialise the theories and concepts from 
the literature in Chapter 1 by using warped plastics as an illustrative frame of 
reference. Anthropomorphising the plastic was used to instigate this process;  
it was used as a lens to access Bennett’s methods of tracing and following the 
liveliness of waste—of identifying how it continues to behave after disposal. This 
involved considering the experiences of the warped plastic through the imagined 
eyes of the plastic itself. I also drew on Chillag’s prompt-based storytelling methods 
to ‘ask’ and ‘listen’ to what the plastics are saying about how they exist/will exist 
in their afterlives, and build scenarios based on this process. Through this frame 
of mind, speculative stories were created to explore understandings that:

 � The warped plastics went through particular experiences to get to the 
forms they are in now

2.2
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 � The warped plastics will continue to persist on a deep timescale
 � The warped plastics are now under my custodianship, but will eventually 

go elsewhere after I have died 

This research speci�cally uses a practice-led methodology—or Research through 
Design—to manifest these explorations. This more designerly way of researching 
uses methods of designing/making/experimenting as a way to explore, think 
through and present possible outcomes (Cross, 2006, p. 6). The emphasis on this 
process lies in creating many stories and experiments to test and visualise multiple 
methods; with each experiment shaping and de�ning what can be done within 
the scope of the inquiry, and in whole facilitating knowledge (Cross, 2006, p. 17) 
about how to construct nonhuman stories from the plastics. 

This multi-method approach refers to a more generative way of producing 
knowledge, which was particularly suitable for this inquiry as I did not know 
from the outset exactly what to do with the warped plastics. This calls to mind 
design researchers Ian Lambert and Chris Speed’s statements that—“ideas  
tend to emerge and develop on the move—sometimes impulsively, sometimes 
re�ectively—rather than arising from the investigation of a hypothesis in 
controlled conditions” (2017, p. 104). It also echoes Bolt’s arguments that “new 
knowledge in creative arts can be seen to emerge in the involvement with materials, 
methods, tools and ideas of practice” (2007, p. 31). A practice-led methodology, 
rooted in handling and experimentation, was thus used to articulate and generate 
understandings about how to proceed with these plastics. 

A re�ective practice is central to this methodology—a process described by phil-
osopher Donald Schön as a dialogue where situations, creations and designers 
engage in a cycle of ‘talk’ and ‘talk-back’ to generate insight (1983, p. 79). Re�ective 
practice is used in this research as a form of meaning-making, of evaluation, and 
as a means of synthesising actions, thoughts and ideas. It is used to both re�ect 
on and drive insights. Re�ective practice was conducted through means of 
journaling, and takes on the form of a written online blog (Figure 21 & Figure 
22) which was formatted to follow Sadokierski’s methods for documenting design 
research (2019). 
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Figure 21
Project overview 
reflections. Excerpt from 
online blog.

Figure 22
Documentation of 
experiments undertaken. 
Excerpt from online blog.
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Termed as a ‘critical journal’, Sadokierski’s format is used to record and document 
the experiments in this research for purposes of scholarly examination. It critic-
ally journals and presents the aims, precedents, methods and re�ections of the 
experiments (2019, p. 8) as a way of o�ering transparency around the types of 
processes engaged. This is particularly important in this research, as its design 
processes are generally intuitive (Schön, 1983, p. 50) and abductive. They cannot 
be logically identi�ed in the physical forms of outcomes. This format is detailed 
and demonstrated in Chapter 3 of this thesis, and is particularly used to convey 
how methods of speculative storytelling eventually transitioned to participatory 
design workshops as a method for articulating the longevity of plastic. 

Phase Three: Participatory Design Workshops

Phase Three �nalises and enacts the �ndings generated through the exploratory 
processes of Phase One and Two. This takes on the form of participatory design 
workshops, which serves the following aims:

 � To test the research process of Phase One and Two with others, thereby 
determining whether my methods and processes of story generation 
can be translated and repeated for others

 � To facilitate these storytelling processes in others in order to enact 
considerations of the longevity of plastic within the participants 
themselves

Testing the research

To test the validity of the processes in Phase One and Two, they were translated 
to form the prompts and activities of the participatory design workshops. This 
translation involved distilling my processes of observation, handling and story 
generation into questions that would encourage participants to undergo similar 
processes of story generation. 

In getting participants to observe and formulate their own stories about the 
plastics, the workshops also sought to test the impact of these processes on par-
ticipants. This uses the form of participatory design as a trial, described in the 
writings of design researchers Thomas Binder et al. as an “approach that tries to 
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involve users in design” as a way to “meet the unattainable design challenge of 
fully anticipating or envisioning use before actual use takes place in people’s life-
worlds” (2011, pp. 157-158). The controlled environment of these workshops 
provided a space to share these stories with other consumers (as participants) 
and allowed for instant feedback through the participant responses.

The results from these workshops were analysed through a content and textual 
analysis to determine the e�ectiveness of my processes, and the workshop design, 
on facilitating considerations of the longevity of plastic in participants. This 
analysis also served to illuminate whether these processes are repeatable, and 
whether these workshops are a potential research avenue to expand on and 
continue in the future. 

Disseminating the research

The participatory design workshops also served to disseminate the processes of 
Phase One and Two as a way of shifting ecological perceptions in participants. 
This uses participatory design as an outcome, and refers to de�nitions of 
participatory design as being a “process that seeks to intentionally change the 
community or other aspects” (Martin & Hanington, 2012, p. 126). The stories 
and methods distilled into workshop prompts were used to facilitate exploration, 
conversation and engagement in participants about the nonhuman longevity of 
plastic. In this, these workshops sought to demonstrate how the theories explored 
in Chapter 1 could be communicated through participatory design workshops. 
The results from these workshops were analysed to gauge whether participants 
considered and discussed the more lively and nonhuman longevity of plastic, 
which would con�rm the workshop designs, and further highlight their potential 
for continuation in the future. 

As a form of research which “respects the creative insight of participants to inspire 
and help guide the design process, and to respond to design outcomes” (Martin 
& Hanington, 2012, p. 128), the intended outcome of these workshops was that 
participants form their own conclusions and understandings about the nonhuman 
nature of plastic through story generation and handling of the plastics. The warped 
plastics and the workshop prompts engaging with them are thus intended to be 
treated as ‘boundary objects’ (Star & Griesemer, 1989). This method ensures 
that any learnings and re�ections prompted within the workshops are genuine to 
each participant’s way of thinking, and better ensures a synthesis of these insights 
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within their own pre-existing values. It also allows for a sharing of thoughts and 
conversation between participants and myself in an experience of mutual explo-
ration and learning. I propose that using workshops in this way can plant seeds 
of ecological responsibility in participants and thus facilitate “capacity for ongoing 
change” (Light & Akama, 2014, p. 152) in the future. 

Visualising results

The results of the workshops particularly demonstrate that some seeds—some 
shifts—were enacted in participants. The practice of visualising information—of 
representing data and information in graphic form—is used to demonstrate these 
results. I use methods of visualising for two key purposes; to generate meaning 
from the events of the workshops in order to form conclusions about their overall 
impact, and to synthesise and articulate these events and meanings to the readers 
of this thesis. These two purposes refer to theorist Johanna Drucker’s argument 
that visuals can be used to both present and construct information (2014, p. 4). 
‘Information’ in this instance is comprised of the responses of participants to the 
workshop prompts, and whether these responses con�rm the e�ectiveness of the 
workshop designs in making the longevity of plastic tangible.

In this, design practice is used once again in the construction of visuals which 
tests and evaluates the e�ectiveness of the workshops. Particularly, methods  
of visually grouping data—of placing disparately occurring events from the 
workshops beside each other—are used to reveal patterns in participant responses 
to the prompts. Methods of proximity, comparison (Drucker, 2014, p. 65) and 
juxtaposition are used to interpret relationships from these events and to shape 
understandings of the implications of the workshop results.

While the visualisations included in this thesis summarises the main arguments 
and interpretations of the data, it is important to note that realising these particular 
insights resulted from a process of iterative mapping. For the sake of continuity, 
these process maps have not been included as part of this thesis, but can be viewed 
in the Appendix (see page 216). 

The processes, methods and results of these workshops are documented once 
again through Sadokierski’s ‘critical journal’ format (2019). They are presented 
in the following chapter of this thesis, along with the explorations of other methods, 
to form the �nal outcome of this inquiry. 



Chapter 3

THE DESIGN 
OUTCOME
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This chapter details the experiments conducted in this research, and documents 
their processes into a portfolio to form the �nal design outcome of this inquiry. 
In doing so, this chapter demonstrates how practice-led research was engaged to 
explore how to visualise the longevity of plastic waste using stories, and to explore 
how to create and communicate these stories with others. This chapter is divided 
into �ve sections to re�ect how this was achieved. 

In Approach One: Photographic Stories, I use photography as a method of 
articulating and giving form to ideas of the longevity and liveliness of plastic. 
Particularly, I show that photography is used as way of documenting my material 
handling of the plastics, and as a way of communicating the realisations about 
their material nature that occurred as a result. Methods of labelling, describing 
and categorising highlight these realisations and are used to frame the plastics as 
‘lively’. I acknowledge and address the limitations of forms of print and creating 
passive ‘images’ by considering other approaches. 

The experiments in Approach Two: Material Experiments seek to mark a shift 
towards less literal approaches to the warped plastics. I demonstrate through the 
construction of scenarios, and material methods of communicating, the ways the 
warped plastics imply meaning rather than readily exhibit it to our eyes. 

Approach Three: Speculative Stories expands on these ideas, and explores multiple 
methods of story generation to articulate and access the intangible ideas embedded 
within the warped plastics. Methods of anthropomorphic, time-based, fragmented 
and speculative storytelling are highlighted as methods for achieving this, and are 
used to construct interesting and poetic stories about the longevity of the warped 
plastics—stories that seek to engage, generate conversation and shift consumer 
opinions about plastic. These experiments also demonstrate how the abstract 
concepts of liveliness and nonhuman storytelling from Chapter 1 were materialised 
through storytelling, and thus provide paths for personally accessing and under-
standing the longevity of plastic. These experiments put forth and support 
arguments that generating stories leads to tangible recognition of the persistent 
nature of plastic. 
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Approach Four: Participatory Methods considers how these stories might be 
facilitated and communicated to consumers. Through processes of experimenta-
tion, I identify participatory design workshops as a method for encouraging 
nonhuman storytelling in participants, and argue for a return to methods of 
handling and experiencing the plastic. These workshops are trialled in this section 
with participants to test whether my process of storytelling can facilitate access 
to understandings of the longevity of plastic.

Final Workshops are re�ned upon and engaged as a way to �nalise the experiments 
in this thesis. These workshops are described in this chapter to prove that anthro-
pomorphic, time-based and speculative storytelling can facilitate ecological 
conversation and awareness in others of the deep time persistence of plastic. 

Intended to be disseminated as an online portfolio after this research is �nalised 
(www.tracingafterlives.com), the contents of this portfolio are presented as an 
interactive PDF in this chapter to simulate this online structure. 

The digital format

By using a website to disseminate the experiments of this research, I intend to 
make the processes of these experiments open access, allowing any viewer to both 
facilitate or undergo similar methods. By creating a digital resource such as this 
I propose to contribute to existing �elds of grassroots changemaking practices 
around plastic, as well as illustrate the processes that can be involved in design 
research and nonhuman story generation.

Acknowledging that the volume and content of the experiments may be over-
whelming, the navigation and structure of this website is particularly considered. 
It treats this online portfolio as a catalogue for reference and categorises 
experiments for ease of exploration. The design of the body pages is unobtrusive; 
set with a high contrast foreground and background of black text on white to 
facilitate ease of engagement. Elements such as menu bars and between-page 
navigation assist in the exploration of this website. 

Through this decision to create a digital outcome I sought to minimise the physical 
waste created from this research. This research also recognises, however, that 

3.1

http://www.tracingafterlives.com
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going digital is not a perfect solution. Visiting and hosting websites uses vast 
amounts of energy and still produces invisible and intangible waste rami�cations—
according to a BBC article, “one study estimated that 10 years ago, the average 
Australian internet user was responsible for the equivalent of 81kg (179lbs) of 
carbon dioxide (CO2) being emitted into the atmosphere” (Gri�ths, 2020). 

To address this, this research proposes to use ‘Green Web Hosting’ to publish its 
online portfolio. This ensures that the energy used to power this portfolio will 
be considered in its carbon emissions.

What follows is an account of the creative work in this portfolio. 

Beginning of interactive pdf

Please continue reading sequentially to see all the content in 
this section. View this document in Adobe Acrobat for best 
viewing of its interactive features. 
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A collection of design-based inquiries centred 
around generating stories about the longevity and 
persistence of plastic.

TRACING 
AFTERLIVES



53

This website documents the cumulative efforts of a Masters of Design 
(Research) inquiry undertaken at the University of Technology Sydney. 
This was conducted by Megan Wong, and supervised by Dr Sara 
Oscar and Dr Zoë Sadokierski between 2019–2021. This research was 
supported by the Australian Government Research Training Program.
 

This inquiry explores how stories about the longevity of plastic can be 
constructed and communicated through design practice and through 
engagements with waste plastic. The experiments and thinking documented on 
this site are attempts over this two-year period to explore, identify and highlight 
potential storytelling methods designers might use for facilitating conversation 
and creating change in consumers.

These experiments are documented in a contextual portfolio format (Sadokierski, 
2019) to demonstrate how storytelling methods were identified and generated 
through a design-based and reflective methodology. And while this research 
initially aimed to highlight one strategy that could be developed to create change, 
a look at these experiments revealed that it was the accumulative process of 
making, thinking and experimenting that ultimately inspired the greatest insights 
and shifts in perspective. This research hence presents the collective efforts of 
these experiments as the final outcome of this inquiry. 
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Using warped plastics collected from the Great Barrier Reef by ocean clean-up 
organisation Eco Barge Clean Seas, the following experiments present these 
waste plastics as evidence that plastic persists even after disposal, and as a way to 
highlight their indisposable nature. It draws on the arguments of theorists Jane 
Bennett, Claire Colebrook and Anna Tsing to generate nonhuman stories about 
these plastics—of their afterlives and how they exist outside of humans—in 
order to de-centre humans as the centre of reality and open up considerations of 
a world larger than humans. This seeks to stimulate ethical concern about the 
wider effects of plastic consumption on the world.  

These experiments are presented in four different categories, based on approach. 
For the purpose of this thesis, please keep reading sequentially. The interactive 
menu bar, buttons and links are provided to help you refer back to a section 
should you need to revisit it.
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Approach One

Photographic Stories

This approach uses the medium of photography to share and communicate the 
existence of the warped plastics. It uses Bennett’s question—“how, for example, 
would patterns of consumption change if we faced not litter, rubbish, trash, or 
‘the recycling’, but an accumulating pile of lively and potentially dangerous 
matter?” (2010, p. viii)—to drive the intent behind this approach; to frame the 
warped plastics as evidence of the ‘lively’ existences of post-use plastics. 
Photography is used as a vehicle to present a ‘lifelike’ or ‘true-to-eye’ account of 
these plastics; providing ‘visual evidence’ for the longevity and liveliness of 
plastics through its material warping. This approach is framed around creating 
outcomes to disseminate to consumer audiences as a way of raising awareness 
and dialogue about the longevity of plastic, and thus inspiring ecological concern.

In reference to psychologist Per Espen Stoknes’ argument that “people tend to 
disregard problems they cannot see or feel” (2015, p. 33), this approach to 
photography seeks to generate indisputable evidence for the indisposable nature 
of plastic. This approach fundamentally assumes that presenting unmanipulated, 
‘true’ accounts of these warped plastics will be enough to persuade and 
encourage shifts in consumer perceptions about plastic.

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS

Experiment

Live Matter

Experiment

A Visual Catalogue of Plastics
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Approach One: Photographic Stories

Experiment

Live Matter

Aim    To photographically document the warped plastics in ways 
that provide visual evidence of how they exist and behave 
post-disposal—thereby promoting ideas that plastic waste 
doesn’t simply disappear because it is out of sight. 

 

Figure 23

Experiment:  

Live Matter.

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS
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Precedents   This experiment uses Kelly Jazvac’s Plastiglomerate (2013) 
as a visual precedent. This has in�uenced this approach, 
where each piece of plastic was photographed individually 
in a studio environment. It has also in�uenced 
understandings that the visual ‘image’ of these warped 
plastics is enough to demonstrate the longevity of plastic 
for others.

    It also adopts Bennett’s theories by considering these 
plastics as ‘lively’ (2010), and documents the warping of 
these plastics to demonstrate their ability to adapt and 
evolve through time. 

Methods   The plastics were photographed individually in a 
photography studio setup. The decision to photograph 
them singularly was made in order to highlight how each 
plastic had warped in a di¤erent way. This was an attempt 
to make consumers see plastic as more than a consumer 
object, and instead engage them with the ‘lively’ (Bennett, 
2010) ability of plastic to adapt and warp.

    The resulting photographs were intended to be used as 
‘facts’ to disseminate to consumers (Figure 23, Figure 24, 
Figure 25 & Figure 26). They sought to facilitate the same 
astonishment, intrigue and unsettling realisations about 
the longevity of plastic that I felt when �rst encountering 
these plastics. 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS
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Figure 24

Experiment:  

Live Matter.

Figure 25

Experiment:  

Live Matter.
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Figure 26

Experiment:  

Live Matter.
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Reflection   The resulting series of photographs were stylistically too 
close to that of Plastiglomerate (Jazvac, 2013). This 
photographic style—a style similar to commercial product 
photography—ended up reducing the warped plastics into 
mere objects. My initial interpretations of these warped 
plastic forms was that they were visual expressions of the 
afterlives of plastic, and due to my focus on making them 
aesthetically pleasing, these photographs did not explore or 
highlight the intricacies of this material warping enough to 
make clear how plastics can adapt and behave post-use. As 
a result, I was sceptical whether these photographs would 
have much of an impact on viewers. 
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Insights   A di¤erent photographic aesthetic was needed to portray 
these plastics. The characteristics of their warping—the 
features that would best demonstrate their liveliness—also 
needed to be highlighted more evidently. This would 
require a closer inspection of each warped plastic to 
identify their warped features.

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS
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Approach One: Photographic Stories

Experiment

A Visual Catalogue of Plastics

Figure 27

Experiment: A Visual 
Catalogue of Plastics 
(poster).
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Figure 28

Experiment: A Visual 
Catalogue of Plastics 
(book).

Figure 29

Experiment: A Visual 
Catalogue of Plastics 
(book).

Aim    This experiment sought to document and display the 
warped materiality of the plastics in ways that made their 
‘liveliness’ (Bennett, 2010) apparent. It assumed that 
systematically observing the plastics would reveal more 
engaging ways of framing and presenting them to consumers. 

Notable Features -- 

Melted, air bubbling and solid 

coral growths.

Notable Features -- 

Melted rope melded together to 

form rock-like substance and 

lined indent traces left from 

another object.
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Precedents   

This experiment occurred after visiting the Eco Barge site 
and collecting more samples of warped plastics. This 
process of collection was incredibly manual, involving 
sorting through the many bags of plastic debris collected 
from their clean-up expeditions to �nd instances of warped 
plastics (Figure 30). This proved to be a messy and chaotic 
experience—set outside in tropical temperatures, 
surrounded by crickets, spiders and frogs who intermittently 
interrupted this process. The large amount of plastics 
collected and the chaotic experience of their collection 
in�uenced the way these plastics were approached in this 
experiment, which imposed systems and order back onto 
the plastics. 

    While Experiment: Live Matter used photography to 
document the existence of post-use warped plastics as 
whole forms, I focused my e¤orts in this experiment to 
capture and understand how these plastics had warped, 
and why they were signi�cant. This experiment also draws 
from the style of photography present in Mandy Barker’s 
Soup: Fragmented Cups (2012). 

 

Figure 30

Bags of plastic debris 
at the Eco Barge site.
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Methods   

    To identify the material warping of these plastics, I 
underwent a systematic process of observation and note- 
taking (Figure 31). Samples were observed by eye and 
notable features were recorded. These descriptions were 
compared and a uniform language, or naming convention, 
was developed. The descriptions for these characteristics 
moved away from exact scienti�c or material jargon. Instead, 
I used language that I, as a non-scientist, was familiar with: 
adjectives such as ‘netted coral’ and ‘bubbly’. 

    The plastics were photographed on a black background  
to move away from associations with product photography 
in the previous experiment. The movement of plastics on 
and o¤ this darker backdrop made them shed small 
microplastics. This provided a ‘�oating’ aesthetic to the 
photographs similar to Barker’s; as if they were submerged 
in deep sea or in space.

    The photographs of the plastics in this experiment were 
displayed comparatively in a poster format (Figure 27).  
I knew, however, that the poster was a limiting form; the 
observations I had noted down could not be included in 
this outcome. I thus made an accompanying book to act as 

Figure 31

Notes systematically 
detailing the warped 
characteristics of the 
plastics.
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a compendium of these noticeable qualities, with 
annotated text serving to highlight the lively qualities of 
the plastic (Figure 28 & Figure 29).

Reflection   Observing these plastics in more detail revealed the unseen 
landscapes that these plastics had become. This began to 
remove me from stereotypical consumer associations of 
plastic—as a staid object for human use—and opened up 
my imagination to realise that these plastics are entities 
rich with interaction and liveliness. The lens of the camera 
elevated this, and animated these plastics as subjects rather 
than objects; as things that were worthy of attention and 
interest. This process of observation began to shift my 
perspective outside of human worldviews, as it made me 
realise just how “entangled” (Tsing, 2015, p. viii) plastic 
waste can be with its environment outside of human 
contexts. This demonstrates that it was interacting with 
and handling (Bolt, 2007) the plastic which facilitated an 
ability to see the plastic as more than a consumer object. 

    The way these plastics were photographed ultimately 
re�ected how I perceived them; as beautiful in their 
materiality. A concern voiced by supervisors and other 
academics, however, questioned whether this 
beauti�cation would entice consumers to want to stop 
consuming plastic. My approach to photography which 
‘staged’ these plastics like art thus needed to be 
reconsidered.

    The way the warped characteristics of the plastics were 
identi�ed in this experiment were also perhaps too subtle 
for a consumer viewer; it would require them to perform  
a detailed inspection of my outcome. 

Insights   Moving forward, I had two goals; to make these hidden 
worlds of the plastic more obvious, and to do so in a way 
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that treated these plastics less like aestheticised objects of 
art, and more like lively beings. I hypothesised that using a 
macro lens would address both issues, as it would be able 
to capture the more intricate details of these plastics, and 
such a close zoom would eliminate the need for aesthetic 
backdrops and positionings. 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS
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Approach One: Photographic Stories

Experiment

A Typology of Marine Organisms

Figure 32

Experiment: A Typology 
of Marine Organisms.
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Aim    This experiment sought to highlight the often unseen ways 
that plastic and nature interact after disposal. It sought to 
communicate this phenomena as a way of promoting 
considerations of plastic as a material. This was executed 
through identifying the presence and diversity of marine 
growths found on the surfaces of the warped plastics. 

Precedents   This experiment responded to the need for more obvious 
portrayals of the warped plastic from Experiment: A Visual 
Catalogue of Plastics. 

Methods   

    Each plastic was visually observed, and any marine growths 
found on its surface were noted (Figure 33). The fact that I 
knew little about marine organisms meant that I could not 
identify the growths by their scienti�c or biological names, 
nor could I discern whether similar types of growths were 
di¤erent stages of the same species or di¤erent growths 
altogether. As such, descriptions and identi�cations of 
growths were based on language I had access to; colour, 
shape and texture. As I became preoccupied with noticing 
the similarities and di¤erences between growths, a 

Figure 33

Notes identifying the 
different marine 
growths found on the 
plastic.
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hierarchical and categorical way of displaying and sorting 
the plastics was developed. 

     The narrow gaze of the macro lens identi�ed and captured 
these marine growths, and was used to visualise these 
categories. The outcome of this experiment (Figure 32) is 
referred to as a typology rather than a taxonomy as it 
compares and juxtaposes between formal types (colour, 
shape and form) rather than biological methods of 
internally taxonomising.

Reflection   Feedback for this outcome from supervisors was that it  
was too abstracted to be able to incite ecological thought 
from consumers. The use of a macro lens completely 
obscured that it was plastic that these growths were living 
on. It would require huge leaps of interpretation for 
consumers to move from looking at marine growths on 
plastic to considering the liveliness and longevity of plastic 
waste. 

    This was also in part due to the structured and ordered 
way these growths were presented, which hid the 
excitement and wonder that observing these plastics 
brought forth. My intentions of communicating the 
liveliness of plastic thus became subsumed by a 
preoccupation with identifying and categorising the marine 
growths found. This reliance on methods of analysing, 
ordering and categorising in this experiment—methods 
common to scienti�c �elds—re�ected an objective 
approach to the representation and treatment of plastics  
in this research so far. This made me realise that I was 
caught up in �nding ‘facts’ about the plastic to establish 
order rather than focusing on visual strategies that would 
excite, unsettle and draw responses from consumers. 
Moving away from scienti�c lenses of visually presenting 
plastic was therefore necessary.
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Insights    The process of engaging with the marine growths did, 
however, introduce understandings of the plastic as ‘alive’, 
capable of supporting life and as entrenched within natural 
ecosystems. This began to shift my understandings of 
Bennett’s concepts of liveliness as being more than the 
plastic changing, and is explored further in later 
experiments.

    The re�ections of this experiment also highlighted and 
inspired a turn towards more playful and imaginative 
portrayals of the plastic in order to move away from 
scienti�c and fact-based approaches. 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS
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Approach One: Photographic Stories

Experiment

Visual Analogies

Figure 34

Experiment: Visual 
Analogies. Photographs 
comparing warped 
plastics to chewed gum.
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Aims     To �nd less literal, and more playful and inviting ways of 
representing the warped plastics. This was an exercise in 
observation and interpretation in order to �nd other ways 
of talking about these plastic forms besides reiterating 
what the eye could already see.

Precedents   This experiment responds to the re�ections of Experiment: 
A Typology of Marine Organisms by turning to more 
playful and �ctional representations. 

Figure 35

Experiment: Visual 
Analogies. Photographs 
comparing warped 
plastics to chewed gum.
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Methods   

I took into consideration a suggestion from my supervisors 
to �nd small groupings or occurrences within the collection 
(instead of �nding an interpretation that �t every piece of 
warped plastic). Laying out all the plastics at once to 
observe, I particularly focused on interpreting these plastics, 
rather than reiterating what they already demonstrated. 
Three observational analogies came forth:

   1.  The plastics looked like aerial views of natural 
landscapes (Figure 37, Figure 38 & Figure 39)

   2.  The plastics looked like chewed up pieces of gum 
(Figure 34 & Figure 35)

    3.  Plastics of di¤erent colours had warped to meld 
together (Figure 40)

    Photography was used once again to capture and document 
these visual analogies—however, the photographs needed 
accompanying text to make the correlations I was forming 
obvious. My familiar practice of categorising and naming 
took over as I established labels for these associations.  

Figure 36

Initial photographic 
explorations likening 
the warped plastics to 
aerial views of 
landscapes.
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Figure 37

Experiment: Visual 
Analogies. Photographs 
comparing warped 
plastics to natural 
landscapes.
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Figure 38

Experiment: Visual 
Analogies. Photographs 
comparing warped 
plastics to 
mountainous folds.
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Figure 39

Experiment: Visual 
Analogies. Photographs 
comparing warped 
plastics to 
mountainous folds.
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Figure 40

Experiment: Visual 
Analogies. Mapping the 
colours of plastic 
that have melded 
together.

Colour pairings of melded plastics

A look at the colour combinations of di�erent plastics that have melded together to form post-use plastiglomerates.

Colour pairings of  
melded plastics

A look at the colour combinations of di�erent plastics that have melded 
together to form post-use plastiglomerates.

Warm

Cool

Melded
Moments when colour and plastics combine together
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Reflection   These outcomes resulted in a visual summary of things I 
had observed in the physical appearances of the plastics, 
but the signi�cance of these analogies was unclear. At this 
point, I was letting my observations direct my inquiries 
rather than being guided by my research intent of �nding 
visual stories to encourage ecological thought in 
consumers. Searching for new interpretations also 
highlighted that I had become familiarised to the warping 
of the plastics; they were no longer foreign or new to me, 
which is why I felt compelled to articulate and establish 
meaning for them. The visual impact of these warped 
plastics has a limit—the surprise and fascination that their 
ambiguity brings is short-lived.

    This experiment, however, did demonstrate a shift in 
approach compared to previous experiments. While 
previous experiments sought to document and re-present 
the warped plastics as a way of stimulating ecological 
thought in consumers (Figure 41), this experiment added  
a step to this process and recognised that there needed to 
be another level of interpretation and meaning attributed 
to these warped plastics in order to facilitate consumers 
reaching these ecological thoughts (Figure 42). 

Figure 41

Previous experiments 
assumed a linear 
approach for 
facilitating 
ecological thought.

Figure 42

This experiment 
illuminated that 
ecological thought 
needs to be 
facilitated by more 
than just the visual 
of the warped plastics. 

Ecological 
thought

Warped plastic

Ecological 
thought

Warped plastic

Interpretation
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    This marked a shift in understanding how to communicate 
to consumers, and particularly, understanding that the 
visual impact of the warped plastics alone was not enough 
to automatically stimulate ecological re�ections. It was my 
use of analogy, descriptive language and labelling that 
sought to attribute further meaning to these plastics. 

    My use of analogy and description re�ected a need to 
understand these plastics and make them recognisable 
again. The forms of these plastics were so warped and 
foreign that analogies had to be used to be able to connect 
with and comprehend them through my human consumer 
eyes. This highlighted that we still need to be able to 
recognise and resonate with these plastics for any shifts  
in perceptions to occur—they can’t be completely 
decontextualised from human consumer realities or else 
they become nothing more than an object without 
meaning. The particular analogies chosen in this 
experiment, however, were perhaps not suitable for 
inspiring ecological thought in others.

Insights   The particular use of analogy in this experiment to  
imagine what these plastics could be saying (but not 
necessarily displaying) o¤ered a path forwards in this 
research. It illuminated that I should be exploring how  
to actively frame and interpret the warping of these 
plastics, and to present these interpretations in ways that 
are meaningful and ecologically thought-provoking for 
consumers. 
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Conclusion

Approach One: Photographic Stories

The experiments in this approach explored how to present and communicate the 
warped materiality of the plastics in order to encourage and inspire ecological 
thought about plastic consumption. What was revealed in these experiments, 
however, was that the visual ‘image’ of these plastics was somewhat limiting, and 
did not guarantee automatic shifts towards ecological thought. I found myself 
wanting to attribute more meaning to these representations of the plastic, and 
this highlighted that the image of these plastics alone was not enough to create 
shifts in perception about plastic’s disposability. What was needed was an 
additional lens and interpretation of these warped plastics to more strongly 
facilitate and guide consumers towards ecological re�ection speci�cally. It was 
thus the process of creating these photographs, rather than the outcomes, that 
proved most insightful and added to my knowledge of how to communicate these 
warped plastics to others. 

This process of photography facilitated new ways of approaching and seeing the 
plastics. Speci�cally, it was processes of close engagement with the plastics—of 
handling, observing and describing them—that shifted my perspective to realise 
the abundance of their materiality. Their liveliness and deep entanglement with 
the nonhuman environment became further reiterated through this process. This 
beauti�ed the plastics, and although I recognise that this beauti�cation and 
fetishisation can be counter-intuitive for dissuading plastic use, it did encourage 
and stimulate further exploration, curiosity and engagement with the plastics. It 
made me receptive to wanting to explore and think through plastics further.

Acts of handling, observing and describing therefore disrupted my perceptions  
of plastic as ‘waste’ and introduced tangible understandings of their ‘thingness’ 
(Bennett, 2010) in their live materiality. Engaging and interacting with the 
plastics is thus vital in beginning to shift perceptions about plastic. This 
realisation informed the continued use of observation and description in later 
experiments, and particularly shaped the nature of the prompts in the 
participatory design workshops.

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS



83

The experiments in this approach also highlighted that my choice of posters and 
books as outcomes reduced the materiality of these plastics to a �at image, and I 
questioned whether they would be e¤ective in evoking response from consumers. 
The reliance on these types of outcomes re�ected my understandings at this point 
of how designers could contribute to the issue of plastic, which was to visually 
communicate and present discoveries in order to raise awareness. It also re�ected 
my understandings of what constituted as ‘research’ in general; �nding 
objectively ‘true’ information and presenting it to consumers. Recognising the 
limitations of my own approach to practice, the next approach sought to break 
out of these habits by considering more material and three-dimensional ways of 
communicating. 
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Approach Two

Material Experiments

Due to my concern that the experiments in Approach One were too literal and 
two-dimensional, this approach seeks to explore more material methods of 
communication. It intends to embed meaning through the form of the outcomes 
produced, and imply rather than prescribe interpretive readings of the work.
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Approach Two: Material Experiments

Experiment

Growing algae

Aims    This experiment proposed to explore how to regrow the 
algae on the surfaces of the warped plastics. By producing 
a living organism like algae, and by demonstrating how a 
‘non-living’ and ‘dead’ material such as plastic could 
interact with marine environments to support life, my 
intention was to promote wider realisations that plastic 
still exist after disposal, and that they have lives.

Precedents   This experiment sought to visualise the �ndings of 
Experiment: A Typology of Marine Organisms in more 
materially engaging and evocative ways. It sought to 
demonstrate ideas of the more natural and live nature  
of plastic waste realised in this experiment.

Figure 43

Macro algae found 
growing on the warped 
plastics.
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Conversations with local aquarium shops
Local aquarium shops were consulted to gain insight into how to grow 
algae from home.

Q:  How long can cultivated algae survive outside of water? Will the 
algae found on the plastic samples die during transportation back to 
Sydney?

A:  The algae would dry up pretty fast once it’s out of the water. To 
continue growing the exact algae samples found, they would have to be 
preserved and fresh. Bag up the plastic samples in water to keep them 
fresh. 

Q: How much water is required for these algae to grow?
A:  A larger water volume. More water is easier to keep at stable 

conditions without too much fluctuation.

Q:  Are artificial lights for the tank necessary or will sunlight be 
enough?

A:  Artificial lights are more preferable to sunlight. An intense plant 
spectrum light with a white, blue and pink spectrum is recommended.

Q: How many hours of light will be required for algae to survive?
A: Mimic the daylight hours and then turn off the light at night.

Q:  Are oxygen or any other nutrients required? And how can I source 
this? 

A:  Oxygen in the form of running water is definitely required. This can 
be provided by using any kind of fish tank with a pump. The algae 
will also need food in the form of liquid fertiliser. Water 
temperature should be kept at 24/25°C. A water heater may also be 
required for this. 

Q:  Does the water cultivating the algae need to be purely ocean water or 
can it be a small sample of ocean water added to regular water?

A:  Most of the water will need to be ocean water. However, water 
conditioner will need to be added from time to time to keep the water 
from getting too salty.

Q: What is the standard life cycle of algae? Will they die at all?
A:  Each species of algae will differ in life cycle and this will also be 

based on the conditions of the tank.

Q:  Can multiple plastic samples growing algae be placed in the same tank 
or do they need to be kept separate?

A:  If they’re sourced from the same body of water, they can be kept in 
the same tank, otherwise they need to be separated.

Figure 44

Record of 
conversations about 
growing algae.
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Methods   Without knowing much about the process of growing algae, 
I drafted a plan in which the algae found on the plastics 
could be regrown in a �sh tank with the right conditions. 
To �nd out if this experiment was even possible, I 
consulted local aquarium shops and algae experts; I asked 
questions such as the conditions the algae needed to 
survive, whether the algae could be regrown and whether 
the algae would self-propagate. 

    However, after conversations with algae experts and 
professionals (Figure 44), it became evident that re-growing 
the existing algae would be impossible as they had already 
dried out and died. To go through with this idea, a large 
amount of manipulation on my part (such as �nding an 
algae sample to glue onto the plastic, and supplying it with 
CO2 and oxygen) would be needed.

Reflection   This experiment highlights my attempt to introduce more 
layers of meaning to these plastics in order to facilitate 
consumers interpreting these plastics ecologically. 
Speci�cally, it demonstrates my consideration of the lens  
of liveliness and of plastics as being alive as a potential 
pathway for accessing this. However, the original integrity 
of this experiment—which planned to re-create a natural, 
spontaneous process—became compromised with micro- 
managed and arti�cial processes. This experiment was thus 
abandoned.  
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Insights   While no outcome was made for this experiment,  
thinking through and imagining a living, plastic, generative 
system had potential to tangibly demonstrate the lively 
afterlives of plastic waste. This idea of an independent 
plastic life existing outside of and without humans was an 
idea I wanted to pursue further, and was explored later in 
Experiment: Automated documentation of plastic.
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Approach Two: Material Experiments

Experiment

Fossilised Plastic

Figure 45

Photograph of plastic 
sample being 3D 
scanned.

Figure 46

Sketch plan for 
creating plastic 
‘fossil’.

Aims    To create a fossil artefact that would facilitate conversation 
about the future state of plastic in the world and our deep 
time footprints.

Precedents   Ideas from Jazvac’s Plastiglomerate (2013) that plastic is a 
part of our geological record are built on in this experiment 
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to consider the geological imprints these plastics will leave 
in our world. 

Methods      

To create this fossil, samples of the warped plastic were 3D 
scanned (Figure 45). This scan was then imported into 3D 
modelling software, where an impression or cavity of this 
original scan was created (Figure 47). It was here that I 
ran into some technical di�culties in building this cavity, 
as well as concerns over how this 3D model would then 
eventually be 3D printed.  

Reflection   While this experiment did consider more creative  
methods of communication, I wasn’t entirely comfortable 
with the idea of creating more objects to critique the waste 
of our existing ones. As such, this experiment was deemed 
an exercise for thinking through more material ways of 
communicating and eventually abandoned.

Insights   Although dissatis�ed with these means of making, this lens 
of deep, geological, future time—and framing the plastic 
through these stories—was intriguing. These were 
concepts that I wanted to unpack and explore further. 

Figure 47

Digital output of 3D 
scans.
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Conclusion

Approach Two: Material Experiments

While at �rst it was disheartening that nothing was made in this round of 
experimentation, the act of imagining and exploring particular scenarios 
highlighted ideas to explore further. Through these experiments I began to 
speculate and consider what these plastics could be saying and representing. 
They introduced potential stories about how plastics exist outside of humans, 
and how they will do so for a very long and deep timespan. My intentions in  
this research thus shifted to expand upon, articulate and access these stories  
as a way to facilitate ecological thought and dialogue in consumers, and are 
continued in later experiments. 
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Approach Three

Speculative Stories

This approach uses methods of storytelling to move away from human-centred 
interpretations of reality. This is facilitated by generating stories that explore 
how plastic waste persists to exist outside the human (Bennett, 2010; Colebrook, 
2013). This approach speci�cally engages with processes of speculative, time-
based and anthropomorphic storytelling to generate these stories about the 
warped plastics. The outcomes of this approach intended to highlight these 
realities as a way of making considerations of a wider-than-human world more 
accessible and common (Stoknes, 2015, p. 135).
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Experiment

Dealing with Waste

Experiment

Re/Collected

�e toothbrush

Every day, for each morning and night, it was the same thing. It was familiar, 
reliable and I had come to expect it—a splash of water, a dab of paste, and I 
was ready to work. 

Scrub, scrub, scrub, scrub. 

And there I would be, bending every this way and that, removing particles at 
your will. A swish of water later and a satisfying clink as you settled me back 
down marked the end of my job. Until next time, I’d think, encased in the 
darkness you left behind. 

Now, here you are again, but I know it’s not my time yet. Still, I sit, watching 
you above me �ddle with various tubes and pastes, prodding and poking at 
your face in concentration. �e sound of footsteps approach and I zone out as 
you begin to chatter with another �gure, settling deep into my shell, silencing 
my bristles of curio–

I’m suddenly picked up and held close to your face–“Oh really? I think it’s 
been more than three months,” you say, as I’m turned over and over in your 
hands. And then, I �nd myself �ying brie�y through the air before landing in 
a dark, dusty and damp place on the other side of the room from you. 
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�e toothbrush

Every day, for each morning and night, it was the same thing. It was familiar, 
reliable and I had come to expect it—a splash of water, a dab of paste, and I 
was ready to work. 

Scrub, scrub, scrub, scrub. 

And there I would be, bending every this way and that, removing particles at 
your will. A swish of water later and a satisfying clink as you settled me back 
down marked the end of my job. Until next time, I’d think, encased in the 
darkness you left behind. 

Now, here you are again, but I know it’s not my time yet. Still, I sit, watching 
you above me �ddle with various tubes and pastes, prodding and poking at 
your face in concentration. �e sound of footsteps approach and I zone out as 
you begin to chatter with another �gure, settling deep into my shell, silencing 
my bristles of curio–

I’m suddenly picked up and held close to your face–“Oh really? I think it’s 
been more than three months,” you say, as I’m turned over and over in your 
hands. And then, I �nd myself �ying brie�y through the air before landing in 
a dark, dusty and damp place on the other side of the room from you. 

Experiment

The toothbrush

Experiment

From here to there

Experiment

Automated documentation of plastic

Experiment

Visual Cues

Conclusion

Approach Three
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Approach Three: Speculative Stories

Experiment

Dealing with Waste

Figure 48

Close-up of 
Experiment: Dealing 
with Waste.

Aims    To visualise how plastic still continues to exist even after a 
‘solution’ to address them is enacted. This was intended to 
be achieved through diagramming what Eco Barge does 
with collected plastics, which is to prepare them for 
recycling—an extremely laborious and resource dependent 
process. This also sought to demonstrate that recycling is 
not as simple or easy as what it is often represented as (or 
as sustainable), and to make known that one of our 
solutions to plastic is not really a solution at all.

Methods   On a visit to Eco Barge headquarters, I observed sta¤  
and volunteers shredding and breaking down their 
collected plastic marine debris to form materials for plastic 
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upcycling. The �nal three stages of this process were 
observed: washing, drying and shredding the plastic, and  
I was able to take notes on the resources and machinery 
required (Figure 49). My earlier conversations with a sta¤ 
member at Eco Barge about this process allowed me to put 
together a rough timeline for how the collected plastics 
were processed. Everything was done manually, and 
without the assistance of technology for the most part, so 
instead of creating a diagram that used �gures and 
numbers, I decided to illustrate each kind of resource used 
(Figure 50). 

Figure 49

Sketches of the 
process of preparing 
plastics for 
recycling at Eco 
Barge, and its use of 
resources.
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Experiment: Dealing with Waste.
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Reflection   Diagramming in this more factual manner reduced the 
story of what happens to plastic after collection to 
processes and steps—to facts that could inform consumers, 
but wouldn’t necessarily motivate, inspire or stimulate 
them. It became even more evident through this 
experiment that interpreting these plastics through 
fact-based lenses was uninteresting.

Insights   This experiment motivated a stronger desire to shift 
outside of my fact-based interpretation of the plastic— 
to see the plastic as more than a static waste object.  
More experiments needed to be undertaken to explore  
new lenses and how exactly to achieve this. 
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Approach Three: Speculative Stories

Experiment

Re/Collected

Figure 51

Experiment:  
Re/Collected cover.

Aims    This experiment sought to use the assemblages of plastic 
observed at Eco Barge to subvert the ‘out of sight, out of 
mind’ mentality with which we dispose of plastic, and 
consequently promote considerations of the afterlife of 
plastic. It facilitated wider questioning and critique of how 
consumers don’t know what to do with their plastic waste, 
even waste collectors like Eco Barge. Humans do not have 
the capacity to mentally or technologically process this 
waste.  
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Figure 52

Experiment: Re/Collected.

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS



100

Precedents   I made these observations while at the Eco Barge site, 
where I noticed a large amount of assemblages of plastic 
distributed throughout the space. These plastics were too 
large and solid to be put through the plastic shredder 
which would turn them into pellets to be recycled—as 
explained by Fiona Broadbent, the volunteer coordinator 
at Eco Barge (personal communication, 21 March, 
2019)—and had been tossed aside as a temporary solution, 
sitting outside amongst the trees and grass. To me, these 
gatherings of waste silently questioned, ‘what now?’.

    This experiment used these assemblages as a method to 
manifest Bennett’s argument that being conscious of how 
waste persists after disposal might generate a considered 
ecological consciousness in consumers (2010, p. 4). It also 
responds to the re�ections in Experiment: Dealing with 
Waste by exploring the afterlives of plastic outside 
fact-based lenses. The documentation of these assemblages 
draws from the in-situ style of photography present in 
Chris Jordan’s Midway: Message from the Gyre 
(2009-present). 

Methods   Adopting a sociologist’s approach, the assemblages  
were photographed in-situ to provide glimpses of the 
post-disposal lives of plastic (as opposed to previous 
experiments, which objectively documented plastic as  
a phenomena). Framed amongst the greenery of grass  
and trees, the extremely solid and seemingly permanent 
material properties of plastic juxtaposed against the 
natural, more easily decaying environment, and highlighted 
that it would be impossible for the plastic to break down. 
From this, a story was formulated about the plastic as 
being forgotten and enduring ‘forever’ in this condition.  

    These photographs were organised sequentially into a  
book format—a form recognisably used to house stories—
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to highlight that there is a story to these photographs 
(Figure 52). The use of generous white space in the book’s 
composition, as well as my decision to include long shots of 
the plastic in nature, served to generate a feeling of great 
stillness, and to perpetuate this unsettling notion of plastic 
persisting forever without end. 

Reflection    The abandoned assemblages at Eco Barge shifted my point 
of view to imagine what these plastics were potentially 
‘feeling’ in their abandoned state. This de-centred me as a 
human, as it made me attune to recognising that there are 
other perspectives in existence besides my own human 
one—and that plastic waste can be one of these nonhuman 
perspectives. This realisation anthropomorphised the 
pieces of plastic, allowing me to recognise their agency and 
liveliness, and that they are entities that existed with and 
outside of humans. 

    The adoption of anthropomorphism as a lens was a 
powerful way of beginning to create a perception of plastic 
as more than a disposable consumer by-product. Shifting 
the point of view used in previous experiments from that  
of a human (me) talking about plastic, to that of imagining 
what plastic experiences, inspired a speculative 
consideration of what happens to plastic as an entity that 
can experience life after disposal. I found the adoption of 
this lens particularly successful in its ability to make me 
question where my own plastic waste is now, and also in 
its ability to encourage me to consider how I might feel 
under the same conditions as waste.

    These assemblages—and my interpretation of them as 
anthropomorphic—expanded upon the ideas of time from 
Experiment: Fossilised Plastic. Thinking of the plastics as 
abandoned raised questions about whether they would 
ever be removed, or if they would just continue to persist 
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in that space forever without end. This deeply unsettled 
me as it highlighted the deep time span that plastics can 
operate at, and had the e¤ect of making me realise how 
insigni�cant my own lifespan is compared to that of plastic. 
Being conscious of how plastic persists after disposal at a 
timescale incomprehensible to humans—and in 
environments away from human eyes—facilitated 
recognition of the other realities outside of my own; where 
things do experience life, although di¤erently. This also 
re-conceptualised understandings of time for me, and made 
it apparent that time exists outside of and beyond humans. 
Other entities such as plastic, then, are not constrained 
within human timescales and continue living and existing 
regardless of humans. The assemblages of plastic, and the 
story they presented, thus provided me with the ability to 
access and understand Colebrook’s ideas of the “other 
timelines, other points of view and other rhythms” (2013, p. 
60) outside the human. This strengthened my sense of 
ecological responsibility, as it made tangible how the 
e¤ects of plastic consumption reverberate at a nonhuman 
scale; a scale where humans cannot control and undo the 
damage. 

    This experiment hence also facilitated a new interpretation 
of Bennett’s theories. My previous understanding of 
Bennett’s concept of ‘liveliness’ (2010) as referring to 
materials that can warp, change and adapt evolved though 
this experiment to include consideration of things as 
capable of existing and experiencing life through time. This 
demonstrates how practice can inform and shift conceptual 
understandings of theory. It also highlights how storytelling 
around nonhuman (or more-than-human) concepts of time 
can be used as a method for facilitating ecological concern. 

    While not a conscious decision at the time of undertaking 
this experiment, the small size of this publication 
(approximately 11cm x 13cm) can also be seen as an attempt 
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to establish feelings of ‘cuteness’ in viewers. This borrows 
from aesthetic theorist Sianne Ngai’s statement that things 
which are small in size can “evoke tenderness” and paints 
the subject in need of protection (2012, pp. 3-4). This 
highlights that my design decision to work in small scales 
may have been an intention to create empathy and concern 
for the plastics (not just about plastic). This demonstrates 
that the material form of these outcomes can be used to 
in�uence perceptions and interpretations of the subject. 
The evaluation of this experiment—formulated in hindsight 
through re�ection—also demonstrates how re�ective 
practice can synthesise the learnings from critical theory, 
and thereby inform design practice.

Insights   This experiment reveals that recognition and awareness  
of nonhuman timelines and realities—of consideration  
of a world wider than humans—can facilitate ecological 
re�ection about my own actions of consumption and 
disposal. This highlights that shifting consumers to 
consider the nonhuman is an aim to continue to explore 
and work towards. It also illuminates that lenses of time 
are e¤ective in facilitating ecological understandings of  
the longevity of plastic. 

    Anthropomorphic speculation about the afterlives and 
deep time lifespans of plastic provided the ability to access 
and tangibly recognise these nonhuman worlds. The 
creation of anthropomorphic, time-based and speculative 
stories are thus continued as a way of exploring and 
visualising the nonhuman longevity of plastic.

    While this experiment successfully changed my own 
perspective to consider the nonhuman worlds plastic 
operates in, this was a result of making and �rsthand 
experience. I questioned whether viewing this experiment 
would have the same e¤ect on other consumers. More 
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experimentation was needed to explore how to present 
these stories in ways that would successfully engage 
consumers.  
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Approach Three: Speculative Stories

Experiment

The toothbrush

The toothbrush

Every day, for each morning and night, it was the same thing. It was familiar, 
reliable and I had come to expect it—a splash of water, a dab of paste, and I 
was ready to work. 

Scrub, scrub, scrub, scrub. 

And there I would be, bending every this way and that, removing particles at 
your will. A swish of water later and a satisfying clink as you settled me back 
down marked the end of my job. Until next time, I’d think, encased in the 
darkness you left behind. 

Now, here you are again, but I know it’s not my time yet. Still, I sit, watching 
you above me �ddling with various tubes and pastes, prodding and poking at 
your face in concentration. �e sound of footsteps approaches and I zone out 
as you begin to chatter with another �gure, settling deep into my shell, 
silencing my bristles of curio–

I’m suddenly picked up and held close to your face–“Oh really? I think it’s 
been more than three months,” you say, as I’m turned over and over in your 
hands. And then, I �nd myself �ying brie�y through the air before landing in 
a dark, dusty and damp place on the other side of the room from you. 

“Can we buy another one while we’re out today, then?” is the last thing I hear 
from you as you and the �gure walk away.

I’m not sure how long it’s been since that day, but now, I’m in a very di�erent 
place. Nothing moves, nothing speaks, nothing breathes. I am surrounded by 
what I feel is everything pressing against me and nothing at the same time. 
Everyday it gets heavier and heavier, hotter and hotter. Still, I remember 
those cooling splashes of water, that refreshing tingle of paste, and your smile 
at the end of a job well done. 

Do you remember me as well? Surely you do, right?

Figure 53

Experiment: The 
toothbrush.
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Aims    The toothbrush sought to further explore how the 
anthropomorphic, lively and deep time qualities of  
plastic could be utilised to draw out re�ections about  
the nonhuman longevity of plastic in consumers. It uses 
creative storytelling as a method and medium to deploy 
these concepts. 

Precedent   This experiment builds on the imagined afterlife of plastic 
introduced in Experiment: Re/Collected. It seeks, however, 
to explore these themes in ways that do not require the 
theoretical preludes needed in the previous experiment to 
come to such conclusions.

    It draws on the anthropomorphic storytelling of the 
podcast Everything is Alive (Chillag, 2018-present) as  
a precedent. Unlike Everything is Alive (Chillag, 
2018-present), however, this story is not told in an 
interview format with direct dialogue, but through 
descriptive internal dialogue of the plastic’s own thoughts. 

Methods   

The toothbrush (Figure 54) was chosen as the protagonist 
of this story as it was an object that I felt everyone could 
relate to; we all have a very personal relationship with 
toothbrushes, yet they are perhaps one of the plastic 
objects most taken for granted in our lives. We use them 

Figure 54

Photograph of warped 
plastic toothbrush 
collected from Eco 
Barge.
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twice a day, without thought. The creation of this story 
required putting myself in the perspective of the 
toothbrush and imagining its thoughts and feelings while 
moving through a typical disposal cycle. 

Reflection    Even though I knew that a toothbrush typically ends up in 
land�ll where it then stays forever, writing about it ended 
up making this understanding much more tangible. It 
unsettled me to know that all my past toothbrushes have 
met similar depressing ends. It had the e¤ect of making me 
not want to subject those experiences to any object or 
thing anymore. While this approach is entirely �ctional 
and I myself do not believe that plastics have emotions and 
thoughts, anthropomorphism shifted my perspective to 
consider the experiences of this toothbrush after disposal 
and strengthened a recognition of more alternative 
nonhuman worldviews.

    While I enjoyed using �ction to open up my way of seeing, 
I did �nd it incredibly di�cult to formulate a complete, 
logical and working story about the toothbrush (due to the 
fact that I do not necessarily see myself as a writer). This 
also shed some insight into my own practice, and how I 
prefer to construct unresolved and fragmented stories to 
allow for a more interpretive reading rather than a literal 
one. 

    I was also wary of continuing further with this approach as 
the use of such blatant anthropomorphism was perhaps too 
gimmicky; would adult consumers be able to fully embrace 
what is often considered a childish way of thinking, or 
would they immediately dismiss my work?

Insights   I realised that it was the act of writing that facilitated my 
concern for the longevity of plastics. It was generating 
these anthropomorphic stories through nonhuman lenses 
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that shifted my worldviews to recognise the longevity  
and post-disposal lives of plastic. I once again questioned 
whether other consumers reading this story would 
experience the same revelations. Instead of writing a story 
for others to read, could an outcome be created that 
encouraged consumers to formulate their own personal 
understandings? Ways of anthropomorphising the plastic 
without overt human comparisons also needed to be 
experimented further.
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Approach Three: Speculative Stories

Experiment

From here to there

Figure 55

Experiment: From here 
to there.

Aims    This experiment aimed to tell a more abstracted and less 
anthropomorphised story about the life of plastic. It used 
fragmented storytelling as a way of visualising the journeys 
of time and use for the warped plastics.

Precedents   It re�ned on storytelling methods used in Experiment:  
The toothbrush. Rather than using personas and overt 
anthropomorphism as lenses, this experiment recorded the 
journeys of these plastics to bring into awareness the 
post-disposal spaces plastics are often relegated to. 
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Figure 56

Toy car collected from 
Eco Barge.

Figure 57

Black lid collected from 
Eco Barge.

Methods   

A few of the plastics collected were still recognisable as 
consumer items, such as the toy car and the black lid 
(Figure 56 & Figure 57). The marks and condition on the 
physical forms of these plastics were interpreted and 
deduced to weave an imagined story of how they ended up 
in the ocean and their journey after humans.   

    The formula for crafting these journeys considered:
    1.  The type of store they were bought from as a 

consumer item
   2.  How they were discarded, the circumstances 

surrounding it and where this happened (e.g. a 
home or public building)

   3.  How they travelled from their place of disposal to 
their next location

   4. How they travelled from that location to the ocean
   5. Their collection by Eco Barge
   6. Their collection by me

    These stories were intentionally left open ended. The 
question marks after the record of them in my living room 
ask ‘what next?’ and highlight that the journey for plastic 
never really ends (Figure 58). 

    The form of the receipt was chosen to visualise these 
journeys as they are already artefacts that record the 
moving of an object from one place to go to another. They 
document the place that an object comes from (such as a 
library book, or groceries from a supermarket), but not 
where they are going, much like these warped plastics.  
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Figure 58

Experiment: From here 
to there initial 
drafts.

This metaphor of the receipt sought to communicate that 
all matter is redistributed rather than disintegrating (both 
physically and chemically). 
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Figure 59

Close-up of Experiment: 
From here to there.

Figure 60

Close-up of Experiment: 
From here to there.

Reflection   Feedback from supervisors for this experiment cited that 
the choice of presentation was perhaps too text heavy and 
uniform, making it uninviting for consumers to engage 
with in detail. This experiment made a statement about the 
overall image rather than each individual story. 

    The act of generating stories which traced the past of these 
plastics all the way up to my collection of them did, 
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however, prompt consideration of where they might go 
next after being in my care. Questions about what 
conditions would make them leave my care also surfaced—
it was highly unlikely that I would ever discard of these 
plastics, so the only reasonable explanation was that they 
would leave my care after I die. This raised further 
considerations about what these plastics would be doing in 
the time between the completion of this research project 
and my eventual demise, and reiterated an understanding 
that there is no solution to the dilemma of what to do with 
our waste; the systems we operate in (such as recycling, 
collecting from beaches, personal collections and museum 
collections) only seem to delay the inevitability of plastic 
ending up in land�ll.  

Insights   Understanding that these plastics would only be ‘protected’ 
during my lifetime led me to attribute a custodianship of 
the collected plastics to myself. This allowed me to 
recognise the limitations of collecting these plastics, in that 
they would persist to exist beyond my lifespan. Giving 
custodianship of the warped plastics was thus a potential 
strategy to connect consumers to tangibly recognise and 
visualise the nonhuman and multi-generational lifespan of 
plastic, and this is explored further in later experiments. 

    It was particularly this more fragmented storytelling form 
that facilitated this visualisation of the longevity of plastic. 
Considering the future of the plastic in a cause-and-e¤ect 
and step-by-step journey map helped to slowly build 
towards considerations of their deep time futures. This is 
hence also a potential method for providing consumers 
access to understandings of longevity. 

    Building on ideas of nonhuman longevity, I also wanted to 
speculate and unpack further how these speci�c warped 
plastics might exist—and where—after my generation is 
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no longer around. Exploring a world where we are no 
longer alive and present could prove to generate 
conversation and make concepts of the longevity and 
persistent existence of plastic waste tangible to consumers. 
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Approach Three: Speculative Stories

Experiment

Automated documentation of plastic

Aims    This experiment proposed the creation of a never-ending, 
automated system that documents the deep multi-
generational lifespan of plastics. It sought to unsettle and 
de-centre consumers with the de�nitiveness of forever—
consequently opening up understandings that plastic is not 
disposable.

Figure 61

Prototype of plastic 
‘tag’. 
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Precedents   This experiment responds and thinks through the questions 
posed in the re�ections of Experiment: From here to there; of 
where these plastics might be in a future where I no longer 
exist. It also continues the idea of a generative, self-
sustaining system discussed in Experiment: Growing algae.

Methods   

A speculative scenario was drafted whereby an automated 
system would tag and document the location and physical 
appearance of plastics in the ‘wild’—much like how 
scientists today tag wildlife species to monitor populations. 
This speculative system would be self-sustaining once 
running, automatically generating records of these 
movements and letting the plastics tell their own story of  
use (Figure 62). However, this was revealed to be impossible 
given that the technology to track plastics are still human-
constructed and need human maintenance such as electricity 
and satellite signals to function. The aim hence shifted from 
building a working system to creating stories about a world 
where such a system existed. This was storyboarded into a 
potential �lm output (Figure 63).

Figure 62

Sketch of proposed 
self-generating tracking 
system.
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Figure 63

Proposed storyboard 
for Experiment: 
Automated 
documentation of 
plastic.
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Reflection    While the creation of a story that explored deep future 
time did serve to unsettle and open up an internal 
consideration of the multi-generational reality of plastic 
waste, I had to question what the purpose of documenting 
these plastics would be to humans today; would this story 
prove signi�cant for them and prompt re�ection? Or would 
it be overshadowed by the obviously �ctional and logistically 
impossible design of the technology? The limits of using 
�ction within this research project thus became clear. 

Insights   The problem with this experiment was that it was too 
removed from human perspectives. The longevity of plastic 
and the way it continues to exist outside of human 
lifespans cannot be visualised and accessed without �rst 
providing a human point of access; a connection that can 
then be followed and explored to build towards explorations 
of deep time futures. More experimentation about how to 
package and present these stories was needed.  

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS

Experiment 
From here to there

Experiment 
Visual cues



119

Approach Three: Speculative Stories

Experiment

Visual cues

Figure 64

Experiment: Visual 
cues covers.

Aims    To invoke considerations of the journeys and lives 
discarded plastics experience in consumers, through the 
medium of storytelling. In telling stories from the 
‘perspective’ of plastics, this experiment sought to make 
consumers aware that one piece of plastic, no matter how 
apparently insigni�cant, can have wide ranging and global 
consequences.

Precedents   This experiment builds on Experiment: From here to there, 
but re�nes the storytelling process to include visual 
imagery. This was an attempt to make the stories about 
plastic more digestible for viewers (as opposed to the 
text-heavy form of receipts). 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS



120

Figure 65

Experiment: Visual cues. ‘The Windy Picnic’ story. 
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Figure 66

Experiment: Visual cues. ‘The Over-worked 
Crate’ story.

Methods   

For a few plastic items, there were visual cues or clues (in 
the form of labels or text) which hinted at what these 
plastics were used for and where they came from (their 

Figure 67

Visual cues found on 
plastics. 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS



122

past lives). For example, a warped plastic bag included part 
of a seafood snapper label, and the red crate featured text 
which pointed to the Solomon Islands (Figure 67). These 
clues were used to abductively speculate on the 
circumstances which led to the plastic being discarded. 

 
    Personal understandings of how the plastic was used, 

moved through spaces and was discarded were drawn upon 
to formulate these stories. This process was visualised in 
the form of a diary which highlighted the visual cues and 
the ways these personal understandings in�uenced 
particular parts of the story’s formulation. Language and 
imagery were used to enrich the stories of the plastics 
further, and to engage consumers more (Figure 65 & 
Figure 66). 

Reflection   While this experiment did connect the warped plastics 
back to human contexts, the stories created in this 
experiment were too fragmented and proved di�cult to 
follow; more creative license in bridging gaps was needed. 
It became clear in this experiment that I was cautious of 
creating �ctional stories and of straying too far from what 
could not be visually evidenced by the plastics themselves. 
This revealed that I was still operating under assumptions 
that we need ‘facts’ to shift the perspectives of consumers. 
Notions of custodianship and deep time were hence lost in 
these stories.

    I also questioned whether this form of storytelling would 
be e¤ective in speaking to consumers enough to shift their 
perceptions of plastic as disposable. It would require both 
heavy accompanying explanations of the work on my part 
and self-motivated re�ections in viewers for them to come 
to these realisations. 
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Insights   I began to realise that I couldn’t keep making stories to 
disseminate to consumers—the same questions of whether 
consumers would connect to and be impacted by my 
storytelling outcomes meant that a change in approach was 
needed, one that considered how these stories would be 
given to and interact with consumers. 
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Conclusion

Approach Three: Speculative Stories

The experiments in this approach mark a shift in intent in this research. Through 
the process of experimentation, the nature of inquiry changed from using the 
warped plastics to stimulate ecological thought, to exploring how to use the 
warped plastics to articulate and make tangible the longevity of plastic. The 
construction of anthropomorphic, time-based and speculative stories particularly 
encouraged a consideration of the plastics from a nonhuman perspective—they 
shifted my gaze to recognise the more-than-human timelines of plastic. This 
provided a way to articulate, access and understand the longevity of plastic.  
This highlighted that the longevity of plastic cannot be fully understood and 
visualised without considering nonhuman worldviews. 

The process of shifting my worldview to a wider nonhuman one, however, was 
not easy and occurred over the course of many experiments. It was exploring 
lenses of anthropomorphism, time and custodianship through speculative and 
fragmented storytelling that facilitated these shifts to occur.  

It was thus the process of exploring these stories about plastic—as opposed to 
the physical output of these explorations—that was most impactful in creating 
shifts in perceptions. It was this collective process of thinking, making and 
exploring that facilitated personal and tangible deep time understandings of the 
persistent nature of plastic, and shifted my own understandings of plastic waste. 
This illuminates that it was the process of generating and exploring these stories 
that can provide access to and visualise the wider-than-human ways plastic exists 
throughout time.

The e¤ects of this are, of course, subjective and anecdotal in that my research 
had only impacted myself at this point. Other consumers would not have gone 
through the same processes of exploration and engagement with the physical 
warped plastics that I had and hence would not grasp or be as invested in the 
story outcomes as I was. I began to realise that simply viewing these experiments 
would not be enough to enact shifts in perception in them.
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I hypothesised that guiding others through similar key moments and processes 
from these experiments could make consumers tangibly understand the longevity 
of plastic—and potentially facilitate ecological thought and conversation in the 
process. This meant moving away from the predominantly ‘passive’ way I had 
approached communicating to consumers (Tharp & Tharp, 2018, p. 278)—and 
instead designing experiences that facilitated these processes of story generation 
within consumers themselves. The focus of this research thus shifted away from 
creating outcomes to give to consumers, and instead towards considerations of 
how to facilitate consumers in creating their own anthropomorphic, speculative 
and time-based explorations of plastic. 
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Approach Four

Participatory Methods

These participatory approaches move away from creating outcomes to 
disseminate to consumers for interpretation, and instead are concerned with 
creating experiences which prompt re�ection in consumers themselves. I use 
these participatory methods to test and con�rm whether the stories and 
processes of experimentation from previous approaches can impact on 
consumers.
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Experiment

Creative probe

Experiment

Stories from the Afterlife Trial Workshop

“Well if it’s in landfill 
in 10 years’ time, 
how’s it going to get 
out of landfill? What 
do they do? Do they 
just stay there?”

Experiment

What Now? Trial Workshop

“It never ends. Until plastic 
is completely abolished, it’ll 
never end.”
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Approach Four: Participatory Methods

Experiment

Cultural probe

Figure 68

Experiment: Cultural 
probe instructions.

Aims    To design an experience in the form of a cultural probe that 
facilitates ecological and ontological self-re�ection about 
plastics in consumers as participants. This process of 
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self-led engagement with plastics is intended to guide 
participants to form their own intuitive and genuine 
responses to these plastics. It hypothesises that interacting 
with and being in the presence of these plastics will 
facilitate interest, exploration and ecological dialogue in 
participants.  

Precedents   This experiment takes re�ections from the conclusion of 
Approach Three: Speculative Stories—which asked 
whether asking consumers to write their own stories would 
be a more e¤ective way of generating ecological shifts in 
perceptions regarding plastic—into its design.  

    Keri Smith’s How to be an Explorer of the World (2008) is 
also used as a precedent to inform the physical form and 
tone that this experiment takes. 

Methods   This probe re-appropriated processes from previous 
experiments into questions that sought to inspire similar 
concepts, ideas and thoughts in consumers. It framed 
questions around activities of observing, describing and 
forming analogies (from Approach One) to facilitate close 
engagement in participants with the warped plastics 
(Figure 69). It also built on ideas from Approach Three 
including speculative story generation about the future, 
custodianship and its fragmented storytelling structure and 
translated this into prompts (Figure 70). 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS



130

Figure 69

Experiment: Cultural probe prompts.

01 Context
Considering  
the Present

Write what you feel.

�e activities that follow a�empt to 
understand other views about the 
environment and plastic and will in 
no way be judged.

TO O LS :  P E N  +  CA R DS

01 Context: Considering the Present

A. –

What words do you 
think of when you see 
the word below?

Write them down around the 
word.

Plastic

01 Context: Considering the Present

B. –

What words do you 
think of when you see 
the word below?

Write them down around the 
word.

Plastic waste

01

Very concerned

Turn over for more room

Not concerned

Context: Considering the Present

C. –

How concerned are 
you about the 
environmental e	ects 
of plastics?

Mark where you feel you are 
on the scale below.

D. –

What’s your stance 
on the environment 
and plastics?

Write it below.

02
Looking into 
the Past

TO O LS :  P E N  +  CA R DS  +  G LOV ES

02 Looking into the Past

A. – Choose a piece 
of plastic:

What object do you 
think this plastic used 
to be? 

Draw it below and label it.

B. –

Have you ever used 
this object before? 

Describe one time you 
remember using this object.

Turn over for more room

02 Looking into the Past

C. – It’s time to get creative. 
Throw logic out the window.

How do you think this plastic 
transformed from what it 
used to be to what it is now?

Describe it below.

Turn over for more room

02 Looking into the Past

D. – Look at all the plastics.

Which one is most familiar 
to you? Does it look like/
remind you of anything? Is 
there a particular memory/
action that it reminds you 
of?

Describe it below.

Turn over for more room

Familiar Plastic:

Description:
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Figure 70

Experiment: Cultural probe prompts.

03
Touching on 
the Present
TO O LS :  P E N  +  CA R DS  +  G LOV ES

A. – Time to get physical.

Close your eyes. One by 
one, pick up each plastic 
object, turning it around in 
your hands a few times. 

Note down below one word for what 
each piece felt like.

Yellow Melted

Blue Disc

Red Point

Pink Melted

Black Round

Orange & Yellow

Blue Fuzz

Square Melted

03 Touching on the Present

B. –

What did touching 
the plastics make you 
feel?

Circle an option below, or 
write down your own.

C. –

Was there a 
particular action that 
touching the plastics 
made you want to do?

Write it below.

Worried.

Other:

Disgusted. Curious. Inspired. Hungry.

03 Touching on the Present

D. – Time to get a little 
descriptive. Choose a piece 
of plastic.

Take your time observing it. 
Using words, try describing 
the plastic. Be as descriptive 
as possible; imagine you are 
describing it to someone 
who’s never seen it before.

Describe it below.

Turn over for more room

Plastic:

Description:

B. – 

Were there any particular 
foods that you were 
reminded of? When have 
you eaten this food before?

Write it below.

04
�e Taste of
the Present
TO O LS :  P E N  +  P OST E R  +  G LOV ES  +  CA M E R A

A. – Things may get a little 
wacky. 

Imagine the plastics are 
edible.

Arrange them on the scales according to 
the prompts (turn over). Photograph 
your arrangements using the camera.

D
is
g
us
ti
n
g

Sa
vo
ur
y

D
el
ic
io
us

Sw
ee
t
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Figure 71

Experiment: Cultural probe prompts.

06
Imagining the 
Future

TO O LS :  P E N  +  CA R DS

06 Imagining the Future

A. – Choose a plastic.

Where do you think this 
plastic will be in 10 years (in 
terms of geography and 
type of space it’s in)?

Describe it below.

GEOGRAPHY:  physical location in the world. 

TYPES OF SPACES:  Ocean, landfill, house, 

facili�, etc.

Plastic:

Description:

06 Imagining the Future

B. – Think past, present and 
future.

Where do you think this 
plastic started? Where do 
you think it will end?

On the timeline below, map the life of 
this plastic (where it’s been and will be 
going), from its beginning to its 
eventual ‘demise’.

Beginning

End

05
Re-imagining 
the Present
TO O LS :  P E N  +  CA R D  +  G LOV ES  +  CA M E R A

A. – Unleash your inner 
photographer.

Using the camera, 
photograph the plastic. 
Anywhere you like, any way 
you like.  

Give your new artwork a name. Write it 
below.

Other:
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    These questions were packaged as a ‘kit’ of prompts that 
participants could follow and move through (Figure 69, 
Figure 70 & Figure 71). These prompts particularly sought 
to encourage physical interaction with the plastic, as it was 
my own exposure to these artefacts which brought forth 
deeper ecological considerations of how I relate to plastic 
waste. The lens of considering the past, present and future 
of plastics was a method to facilitate a process of re�ection, 
building to an understanding of the deep time span of 
plastics.

Reflection   My return to physical interactions with the warped plastics 
as a method highlighted the importance of the tactility and 
materiality of these plastics in a¤ecting responses.

    However, there were too many activities included in this 
prompt, which re�ected a confusion over what it was that I 
wanted to gain from participants, and what I wanted the 
outcomes to be. As a result of the amount of activities, the 
probe felt like a survey at times, and given the length of 
some of the activities, might have dissuaded participants 
from actively engaging. 

 

Insights   A more streamlined probe—with emphasis on play and 
creativity—was needed.
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Approach Four: Participatory Methods

Experiment

Creative probe

Figure 72

Experiment: Creative 
probe photography 
prompt.Cultural Probe: 

In the eye of the beholder 
(Photography)

TO O LS :  P E N  +  CA R DS  +  G LOV ES  +  CA M E R A

There’s just one task here: unleash your inner photographer.

Using the camera provided, photograph the plastic/s. Anywhere 
you like, any way you like. It could be a series of photographs or 
just one. 

After that’s done, give your new artwork/series a name:

And if you’re up for it, write an artist statement; a little something 
about what you captured, what you were inspired by, what you 
were trying to do (or evoke) and why.

When you’ve finished with this probe, place this card, the plastics and the 
camera back inside its box and let me know so we can arrange a pick up time.

Thank you for your participation!

Stuck on what to photograph? Here’s a few words that may help get your creative juices flowing: 
Portraits. Colour. Installation. Outside. Landscapes. Together. Inside. Texture. Lines. Framing. 
Close Up. Space.
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Figure 73

Experiment: Creative probe fiction and 
general creative prompt.

Cultural Probe: 
In the eye of the beholder 
(Creative)

TO O LS :   P E N  +  CA R DS  +  G LOV ES  +  CA M E R A  +  C O LO U R E D  P E N C I LS  + 
U S B

There’s just one task here: make.

In the kit given to you is a collection of plastic items. As your main 
prompt, inspiration and subject matter, I’d like you to make 
something in response to these plastics. You can creatively 
document/interpret/analyse/visualise/describe/reimagine these 
plastics anyway you want and in any form, as long as there is a 
digital or physical outcome to this exercise that can be collected 
afterwards.

After that’s done, give your new artwork/series a name:

And if you’re up for it, write an artist statement; a little something 
about what you captured, what you were inspired by, what you 
were trying to do (or evoke) and why.

When you’ve finished with this probe, you can either include what you’ve 
made inside the box (you’ll get it back), save a copy onto the USB provided (if 
it’s digital) or take a photo of it with the camera provided. �en, place this 
card, the plastics and the supplied materials back inside its box and let me 
know so we can arrange a pick up time.

Thank you for your participation!

Stuck on what to make? Here’s a few words that may help get your creative juices flowing: 
Photograph. Organise. Write. Illustrate. Portraits. Colour. Installation. Outside. Landscapes. 
Together. Inside. Texture. Lines. Framing. Close Up. Space. 

Cultural Probe: 
In the eye of the beholder 
(Fiction)

TO O LS :   P E N  +  CA R DS  +  G LOV ES  +  U S B

There’s just one task here: write.

In the kit given to you is a collection of plastic items. Use these as 
your main inspiration to write a creative story (100-1500 words) 
that revolves around these plastics as one of the key protagonists 
or subjects. You can choose to focus on one of the plastic items, 
some of them, or all of them. Your story can be as realistic or 
fictional as you like. 

Supplied is some paper for your story if you prefer to handwrite it, 
or alternatively you can type it out and save it to the USB 
provided. Don’t forget to give your story a name!

When you’ve finished with this probe, place the plastics, this card and your 
story (either handwri�en or on the USB) back in its box and let me know so 
we can arrange a pick up time. 

Thank you for your participation!

Stuck on what to write? Here’s a few words that may help get your creative juices flowing: �e 
life of things. Everyday objects. Human relationships. �e �ture. �e past. Memory. 
Imagination. Touch. Sight. Taste. Smell. Childhood. Oceans. Sea gulls. Bins. Cities.  
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Aims    To create conditions for participants to creatively play with 
and respond to the warped plastic waste items as a method 
for facilitating individually generated ecological re�ections.

Precedents   This probe is an iteration of the previous Experiment: 
Cultural probe, and focuses more heavily on using creative 
play and exploration to generate active and motivated 
responses from consumers. It once again draws on How to 
be an Explorer of the World (Smith, 2008) as an example of 
a cultural probe. 

Methods   Most prompts from the previous experiment were 
discarded except for the photography and creative writing 
activities, which were re-worded into a creative brief 
participants could follow loosely (Figure 72 & Figure 73). 
In setting these probes, I did not want to be too restrictive 
or force a particular reading of the plastics, so I kept the 
instructions very open and included a third probe which 
allowed participants to creatively explore the plastics in 
whatever way they desired (Figure 73). 

Reflection   What was missing from these probes was how changes in 
thinking and the internal re�ections of participants might 
be recorded to validate the design of this probe. The 
nature of the activities of the probe were also perhaps a bit 
too broad, and did not necessarily inspire participants to 
think ecologically about plastics. I had lost my original 
intention in this experiment by trying to emulate the 
playful tone of How to be an Explorer of the World (Smith, 
2008). 

Insights   The form of the cultural probe needed reconsideration as it 
was not entirely suitable for the type of information I 
wanted to gain from participants. The experiences that 
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participants were encouraged to have and the stories they 
were encouraged to tell also needed reworking. They 
needed to more clearly stimulate explorations of the 
longevity of plastic and the way it exists through deep  
and nonhuman time. I hypothesised that these probe 
experiments could be translated into participatory design 
workshops to better suit the nature of interaction I wanted 
from participants.   
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Approach Four: Participatory Methods

Experiment

Stories from the Afterlife Trial Workshops

“Well if it’s in land�ll in 10 years’ time, how’s it going 
to get out of land�ll? What do they do? Do they just 
stay there?” 

“Sometimes I’ll have these thoughts, even when I’m 
throwing garbage out in a plastic bag, but then I sort 
of erase it from my mind. But I guess when we’re 
sitting here talking about it … ”
Participant statements from Trial Workshop #1 

Aims    To trial a participatory design workshop as a method for 
generating stories of time with and in consumers (as 
participants). This workshop design uses interaction- 
based activities, requiring participants to engage with the 
materiality of the plastic to form stories about their past 
and future lives. It aims to facilitate a process of 
exploration and story generation amongst participants. 
This seeks to shift participant perspectives to consider the 
wider and nonhuman timelines that plastic operates at,  
and to visualise the longevity of plastic waste.

    To test the e¤ectiveness of this workshop design, two trial 
workshops were conducted. These are referred to as Trial 
Workshop #1 and Trial Workshop #2. 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS



139

Figure 74

Workshop setup was 
comprised of a viewing 
area where all 98 
warped plastics were 
displayed.

Precedents   This experiment addresses concerns from Experiment: 
Creative probe that relying on participants to move 
themselves through the tasks and document their own 
progress is risky as it depends on the individual 
motivations of each participant. Using Norris, Karana and 
Nimkulrat’s ‘Conversing WITH Materials’ (2018) and the 
Wertheims’ Crochet Coral Reef (2015) as a precedent, it 
proposes instead the situated context of a participatory 
design workshop as a solution.

Figure 75

Activity area set up 
with butcher’s paper 
and a variety of 
writing media such as 
crayons, pencils, pens 
and textas for 
participants to 
respond to the 
workshop prompts.  
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Figure 76

Elements taken from 
previous experiments.

    It uses the form of participatory design workshops to test 
the hypothesis generated in the conclusion of Approach 
Three—that it is the exploratory process of generating 
stories about plastic which can powerfully impact on 
understandings of the disposable nature of plastic.  

Experiment:  
A Visual Catalogue  

of Plastics

Experiment:  
Re/Collected

Experiment: Automated 
documentation of plastic

Experiment:  
A Typology of 

Marine Organisms

Experiment:  
The toothbrush

Experiment:  
Visual cues

Experiment:  
Visual Analogies

Experiment:  
From here to there

Engagement with physical forms 
of the plastic led to the de-
identification of the plastic as a 
consumer object. Recognition is 
formed of plastic as a lively 
material. 

Led to recognition that plastics 
do have a life and still exist 
after humans. Explored through 
story generation about these 
post-human afterlives.

Led to realisations of how 
plastics might continue to exist 
for eternity and at time scale 
larger than humans. 

1.  Observation + 
Description

2.       Storytelling the 
afterlife of 
plastic 

3.  Deep time 
considerations 
through nonhuman 
lenses

ACTIVITIES TRANSLATED FROM EARLY 
EXPERIMENTS INTO WORKSHOPS
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The design of this workshop translates the thinking 
brought out by previous experiments into the form of its 
activities and prompts (Figure 76). It takes from Approach 
One: Photographic Stories activities of visual observation 
of the plastic to shift participants outside of consumer 
perceptions of plastic waste. It takes from Approach 
Three: Speculative Stories acts of speculation about the 
past and future lives of plastic, which introduce nonhuman 
worldviews to participants as a way of accessing realisations 
of the nonhuman timelines that plastic operates in. In 
doing so, it also tests whether the speci�c processes I have 
created in these experiments are e¤ective in facilitating 
conversation about the longevity of plastic in participants, 
and whether this changes their relationship to plastic in 
any way. 

Workshop  All workshops conducted took place on campus at UTS 
prompts  and ran for approximately 1.5 hours.

    The structure of this workshop was made up of the 
facilitation of prompts to participants within the workshop 
(Figure 77), and a re�ective follow-up survey 2 weeks after 
their participation. 

    These prompts intended to encourage participants to 
discuss and think through two key concepts; the longevity 
of plastic (through explorations of the past lives and 
warping of the plastic), and realisations of the deep and 
nonhuman timescales of plastic (through future 
speculations of time).
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1.  As a group, choose one of the 
plastics displayed to focus on today.

2. Describe your plastic sample.

3.  What do you think this plastic object 
used to be? Brainstorm all the things 
that this plastic might have been.

4.  How do you think this plastic ended 
up in the ocean? Brainstorm as many 
ways you can think of. Prepare to 
share your most likely and most 
ridiculous idea to the group. 

5.  How long do you think your plastic 
spent in the ocean? How old do you 
think it is overall?

6.  In 1 month’s time, this plastic will 
most likely be sitting in my living 
room. Brainstorm ideas for where you 
think your plastic might be in 1 
year’s time. 

7.  Brainstorm ideas for where you think 
your plastic might be in 10 years’ 
time. 

8.  Brainstorm ideas for where you think 
your plastic might be in 100 years’ 
time. 

9.  Brainstorm ideas for where you think 
your plastic might be in 1,000 years’ 
time. Prepare to share your most 
likely and most ridiculous idea to 
the group.

Observation 
+ 

Description

Story 
generation 

about plastic 
afterlives

Following 
deep time 

span of plastic 
through 

nonhuman 
lenses

 
  
    The survey served as an additional prompt to participants 

(Figure 78); to facilitate re�ection in participants about the 
experiences and ideas that were present and bring those 
ideas into consciousness once more. It also sought to 
collect data on the success of the workshop, and on 
particular details specifying how the workshop may have 
impacted participants. This was circulated to participants 

Figure 77

‘Stories from the 
Afterlife’ workshop 
prompts and intent.
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two weeks after their participation through the online 
platform Typeform. This would allow time for any 
re�ections, revelations and shifts in thinking to be 
synthesised and realised in the daily life of the participant.

   

Participants   Participants for these trial workshops were recruited using 
personal networks. Trial Workshop #1 involved two 
participants from the �elds of mathematics (a professional) 
and medical science (a student). I was particularly 
interested in recruiting these participants as their 
disciplinary backgrounds were so di¤erent from my own 
perspective as a designer. I was curious to see whether they 
would be open to a more creative and conceptual approach 
to changemaking outside of empirical methods, or whether 
they would be sceptical. Entering this workshop, then, 
there was a pre-conceived hypothesis that the content and 
design of the workshop would be more e¤ective for certain 
types of participants than for others. The deciding factor 
for this would most likely be disciplinary training, or how 
their worldviews have been constructed. 

Figure 78

Follow-up survey 
prompts.
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    Trial Workshop #2 had �ve participants present; from 
visual communication (professionals), megatronic 
engineering (a student), freshwater ecology (a student) 
and interior architecture (a professional). To begin to 
widen the participant pool to those outside of my own 
relationship circles, I had encouraged friends to invite their 
own friends and partners to participate in this workshop, 
resulting in a mix of participants who I had a pre-existing 
relationship with and those who I was meeting for the �rst 
time in a workshop setting. This resulted in a deliberate 
mix of empirical and creative mindsets amongst the 
participants, and I wanted to observe whether these 
pairings of participants would a¤ect the outcomes and 
events of the workshop. 

    Given the larger numbers of Trial Workshop #2, 
participants were divided into two groups—Group #1  
had three participants and Group #2 had two. 

    The choice of recruiting close friends as participants did,  
of course, pose limitations and potential bias in the results 
as they may have unintentionally swayed their responses in 
order to meet my expectations. However, a comfortable 
and supportive test environment was needed for practise 
and this outweighed the limitations. 

 

Methods   This workshop used methods of storytelling to 
constructing stories about time and custodianship, and  
had a collaborative workshop structure. Brainstorming 
was used in its prompt design to facilitate shifts in thought 
toward the nonhuman longevity of plastic in participants.

   Storytelling

    Drawing o¤ Stoknes’ arguments that “the more we tell 
these stories, the more we will begin to live with them” 
(2015, p. 135), storytelling was used as a key method to 
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facilitate concerns around plastic into the realities and 
ways of being of participants. In particular, it considered 
Colebrook’s question—“how might we read or perceive 
other timelines, other points of view and other rhythms?” 
(2013, p. 60)—in the intention behind its design.

    This was enacted through the design of the workshop itself, 
which used activities to prompt participants to create 
stories through the perspective of plastic, as opposed to 
exploring participant perceptions of plastic. This was 
mostly achieved through anthropomorphic and analogous 
storytelling prompts, which asked participants to adopt the 
experiences of the warped plastics. In doing so, story 
generation de-centred and shifted “the eye from the body” 
(Colebrook, 2013, p. 55), creating a reality which 
recognised and was more ecologically aware of what lies 
outside of human-centred mindsets.

   Explorations of time

    Story generation prompts around the past and future deep 
time of plastic served to further de-centre human realities 
and encourage speculation about the wider e¤ects of our 
consumption. This served to bring to light participants’ 
own mortality compared to that of the nonhuman and 
plastic, and make them recognise the other timelines in 
existence in this nonhuman world. This builds on 
Colebrook’s writings, which state that speculation involves 

“ranging beyond the present at the cost of its own life” 
(2013, p. 54). 

    Custodianship

    Participants were asked to choose one plastic out of the 98 
on display. This act of choosing had two purposes; to 
encourage exploration of all the plastics on display and to 
provide an opportunity for connections to form between 
participants and the plastic. Participants were given 
hypothetical custodianship of their chosen plastic and 
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asked in later prompts to do with the plastic what they 
wished. Crafting the future of their chosen plastic through 
lenses of custodianship generated dialogue about the 
longevity of plastic and the wider e¤ects of personal 
disposal actions. 

   Collaboration and conversation

    The structure of the workshops was collaborative in nature 
and grouped participants together. This was done both for 
the comfort of participants and to facilitate discussion 
amongst participants themselves—thereby exposing 
participants to di¤ering ideas and perspectives so that they 
can learn or be challenged by their partners. Similar to 
‘Conversing WITH Materials’ (Norris et al., 2018) and 
Crochet Coral Reef (Wertheim & Wertheim, 2015), 
conversation was used to encourage a receptiveness and 
learning in participants. 

    This workshop assumed that each participant would 
interpret both the plastic and the workshop prompts in 
di¤erent ways. These served as ‘boundary objects’ (Star & 
Griesemer, 1989), where the desired outcome was not an 
enforcement of my own understandings of reality, but a 
merging or collaboration of the participants’ di¤erent 
perspectives in a way that encouraged further thought and 
potential motivation in participants. As such, it almost did 
not matter what the results of these workshops were, only 
that they sparked a conversation. 

   Brainstorming activities

    Much like the way the experiments in this research were a 
brainstorm on how to approach the plastics, brainstorming 
activities—rapid idea generation in the form of mind 
mapping—were used in this workshop to encourage 
participants to consider an array of ideas and ways of 
looking at plastics outside of how they normally would. 
This was enacted to discourage the development of one 
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single concrete response which may not have challenged 
participants to see outside human realities. Prompts which 
asked participants to brainstorm a ‘most likely’ and ‘most 
ridiculous’ scenario also worked to achieve this. Combined, 
these sought to “create a safe forum for the expression and 
free association of creative ideas, and quell any inhibitions 
of the participants by providing a judgement-free zone to 
explore new concepts” (Martin & Hanington, 2012, p. 22). 
This would generate a level of comfort for the participants, 
and in turn increase receptiveness and involvement in the 
workshops. 

Data collection To document the events of the workshop, and to gain 
methods   insight into their e¤ectiveness, the following forms of data 

were collected:

   –  Collaborative participant brainstorms from each 
participant group; Trial Workshop #1 and Groups #1 
and #2 from Trial Workshop #2. These were the mind 
maps conducted on the butcher’s paper (Figure 79, 
Figure 80 & Figure 81).

   –  Observational notes of participant behaviours. I took 
these while the participants worked to document any 
behaviours of note. The particular behaviours I was 
observing were pre-determined before the workshop 
(Figure 82 & Figure 83).

   –  Audio recordings of workshop proceedings. Each 
group was audio recorded, and these were transcribed 
after the workshop (Figure 84). 

   – Follow-up survey responses
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Figure 79

Participant 
brainstorms from Trial 
Workshop #1.

Figure 80

Participant 
brainstorms from Trial 
Workshop #2 Group #1.

Figure 81

Participant 
brainstorms from Trial 
Workshop #2 Group #2.
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Figure 82

Participant 
observation notes from 
Trial Workshop #1

Figure 83

Participant 
observation notes from 
Trial Workshop #2
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Methods of  In order to gain insight from the data collected, re�ective 
analysis    journaling—or Schön’s practice of re�ection-on-action 

(1983)—was once again conducted. This involved re�ecting 
upon and interpreting the observatory notes, the audio 
recordings of the workshops (transcribed into text) and 
the responses to the follow-up surveys. This method of 
re�ective analysis was informed by a content analysis of 
the data, and—given the heavily text-based forms of the 
data collected—by a textual analysis of the collected 
material (Figure 84). 

Figure 84

Textual analysis of 
workshop transcript.
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Results  Trial Workshop #1

    Participants were particularly drawn to the idea of �guring 
out what exactly their plastic was, and how it came to be 

Figure 85

Visualisation of 
future stories 
generated by Trial 
Workshop #1 
participants.

Where will this plastic be in ____ years?
Mapping participants’ future timelines of their chosen warped plastic 

Today

1 yr

CHUCK IT
TAKE IT HOME
FRAME IT

CHUCK OUT IN
CLEANING FRENZY

HOUSEHOLD BIN

NITROGEN/TOXIC GASES
BREAK DOWN PLASTIC 
INTO SMALLER PIECE

RISING SEA LEVELS 
SUBMERGE LANDFILL

RISING SEA LEVELS 
SUBMERGE LANDFILL

10 yrs

100 yrs

1,000 yrs

Trial workshop #1

LANDFILL

LANDFILL IN OCEAN

LANDFILL IN OCEAN

MICROPLASTICS
IN THE OCEAN
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in the form that they saw it in. While this certainly did 
generate conversation and interest amongst participants, 
the later storytelling prompts were what brought out 
nonhuman and ecological discussion amongst participants.  

    Figure 85 demonstrates how it was storytelling at the 
10-year mark that began to shift participants from 
human-centred worldviews to seeing from the perspective 
of their plastic artefact. This came about as a result of their 
unpacking of how exactly their plastic might move 
between spaces in time:

 “Well if it’s in land�ll in 10 years’ time, how’s it 
going to get out of land�ll? What do they do? Do 
they just stay there?” 
Participant statement

     
    Participants thus began to generate stories through the 

‘perspective’ of their speci�c plastic. Their stories shifted to 
consider how plastic behaves/exists/persists once in land�ll. 
E¤ectively de-centred as humans, this ultimately led to the 
sad realisation that plastic would continue to be present in 
land�ll:

 “So if it’s in land�ll, it would still be in land�ll.”
“Sadly, yeah.” 
Participant statements

    Their decision to ultimately dispose of their plastic if given 
custodianship of it brought forth ecological re�ections in 
participants, with one participant’s remark that it would be 

“chucked into land�ll” being met with:
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“Yeah, but I wouldn’t think that far to that stage yet, 
although, now that we’re sitting here talking about 
it, it’s in my head.”
Participant statement

“Sometimes I’ll have these thoughts, even when I’m 
throwing garbage out in a plastic bag, but then I sort 
of erase it from my mind. But I guess when we’re 
sitting here talking about it ... ” 
Participant statement

 
    These re�ections demonstrate how thoughts about where 

waste goes after it is thrown into household bins are often 
di�cult to think about. These responses suggest an 
inadvertently subconscious regard of household bins as the 
last place waste goes before it goes ‘away’. It takes more 
e¤ort on the part of the participant to not only bring these 
thoughts to the forefront, but to want to bring them to the 
forefront. The context of this workshop and the nature of 
the discussions therefore provided a space for this 
participant to re�ect on and recognise their disposal 
practices. 

    The collaborative nature of the discussion—particularly 
the responses of participants to each other’s comments—
also illustrated how the situated context of the workshop 
facilitated ideas and thoughts through conversation. The 
fact that it was one participant’s comments which drove 
ecological realisations in another supports this.

   Trial Workshop #2

    While the preliminary prompts of observation and 
description facilitated exploration and engagement with 
the plastics, it was once again the later prompts which 
proved e¤ective in shifting participants of Trial Workshop 
#2 towards nonhuman thought. 
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    Group #1’s responses were largely human-centred, even as 
prompts of time progressed to periods outside of their own 
lifespans (Figure 86). While their responses took on more 
�ctional scenarios at 100 years to include futures where 
their plastic was in outer space, the participant who 
suggested these futures was clearly still operating within 
human-centred worldviews, stating that:

“I’ll put it in a projector and I don’t know, just 
launch it out into space, get some other aliens to 
deal with it.” 
Participant statement

    This demonstrated an absence of human de-centring as 
they still considered themselves to be the main factor 
in�uencing where their plastic would be in the future—
despite the time period being 100 years in the future, and 
therefore a point in time where the participant may not be 
alive. While this perspective was expanded upon to move 
from an individual perspective to a more general 
perspective of humanity 1,000 years in the future, the 
majority of the responses at this point still considered 
humans as the main contributing actors to their plastic’s 
future. 

    Group #2, in comparison, began to shift to nonhuman 
perspectives after the 1-year mark, in considering how 
nonhuman actants such as tree roots may interact with 
their plastic and transform it (Figure 86). They continued 
to shift between human-centred and wider nonhuman 
perspectives, with scenarios such as—“we could venture 
to a volcano and just chuck it in there” being more 
human-centred—and other scenarios considering how 
plastic transforms when reacting to nonhuman elements 
such as heat and water being of a more nonhuman 
ontology. The results of this workshop therefore 
demonstrated a mix of nonhuman and human-centred 
considerations in the participants. 

Figure 86

Visualisation of the 
future speculations of 
participants from 
Trial Workshop #2.
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    Similar to Trial Workshop #1, all participants in this 
workshop also chose to discard their plastic after a short 
period of time:

 “Well, I don’t think there’d be much we could do 
with this.” 
Participant statement 

“This is not recognisable as plastic anymore. Like it 
wouldn’t be recycled.” 
Participant statement

    This further reiterates how little value plastic had in the 
minds of participants, particularly when plastic was 
perceived as an ambiguous material (due to the warping) 
rather than as a functional object. This did, however, lead 
participants to acknowledge the problems of disposing—in 
that there was no alternative other than to dispose—
through statements that it was “wishful thinking” 
otherwise, and that the reality of land�ll was “sad”. 

    Present during this workshop was also an exasperation at 
the continual persistence of plastic. This exasperation was 
directed towards being confronted by these realities 
without an easy and disposable solution. This was 
demonstrated through participant statements of:

 “We don’t need to do anything with it, and not feel 
guilty about it. Let nature do its thing.”

    It was also evidenced in the collectively groaned “oh no” 
when the prompt asking participants to discuss the 
100-year future of their plastic was given. The reluctance 
and dread towards this question revealed how di�cult it 
was to consider and want to consider beyond the 
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immediacy of human daily life. This highlights how di�cult 
it is to look outside the human, as it relies on “ranging 
beyond the present at the cost of its own life” (Colebrook, 
2013, p. 54). It is no wonder that considering the next 100 
years prompted unpleasant reactions in participants, as it 
began to de-centre them too far from their human realities 
and called their own mortalities into consciousness.  

   Follow-up survey responses

Figure 87

Participant responses 
to the follow-up 
survey, with 
annotations of their 
implications.
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    As the surveys were anonymous, and both Trial Workshop 
#1 and Trial Workshop #2 were conducted within days of 
one another, the responses in the follow-up survey cannot 
be distinguished between Trial Workshops #1 and #2. 
They have been analysed collectively below. Of the seven 
participants from these trials (two from Trial Workshop #1 
and �ve from Trial Workshop #2), �ve participants 
responded to the follow-up survey.  

    The answers to the follow-up surveys highlight two distinct 
responses in participants (Figure 87). In half of the 
responses, participants stated that thinking about the 
future timeline of their plastic was what impacted them the 
most from the workshop. They wrote that thinking about 
deep time futures—and the persisting nature of their 
plastic within these futures—led to new perspectives, and 
signi�ed a de-centring of them as humans. The other half 
of the responses stated that thinking through the past lives 
and journeys of their plastic was what impacted 
participants and made them consider the longevity of 
plastic. This highlights the success of storytelling and 
lenses of time in visualising the longevity of plastic for 
participants. 

    These responses also revealed that participants experienced 
changes in the way they thought about plastic as a result of 
the workshop. Some participants developed stronger 
ecological consideration for the products they purchased in 
everyday life—and consideration of alternatives—while 
other participants expressed that they began to think about 
the afterlife and longevity of plastic waste more often. It 
was thus thinking about nonhuman scales of time—either 
deep future time, or past lives—that triggered deeper 
re�ections about the impacts of plastic in participants and 
how they used plastic in their personal lives. This 
demonstrates two di¤erent overall results of the 
workshops; an increased motivation to act in participants, 
and an increased motivation to think. 
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    While the results from this survey highlight that thinking 
about the longevity of plastic motivated ecological 
thought/action in participants, it is likely that those who 
responded to this survey were the ones who were a¤ected 
by the workshop, and who viewed its processes positively.

 

Reflection   There was an expectation that participants would use the 
butcher’s paper provided to plan their responses. I realised 
in hindsight that this is a designerly way of working and 
was not a natural process for participants from other 
disciplines. These participants preferred instead to discuss 
verbally rather than write down their responses. I did �nd, 
however, that having the butcher’s paper present made 
them stick to the prompts and not meander in 
conversation. As such, providing a medium for participants 
to record their thoughts and responses will be kept in the 
workshop design. 

    These participants did end up embracing the workshop, 
and I found that having them working together in groups 
assisted their responses. If one participant was more 
talkative than another, this also helped the quieter 
participant become more engaged and active within the 
workshop. The collaborative storytelling design of this 
workshop is hence e¤ective. This collaborative structure 
also helped to facilitate conversation between participants, 
and allowed them to articulate their own concerns and 
thoughts about plastic disposal. 

    Prompt 6 (Figure 77), however, posed a problem in its 
wording—it was too speci�c in terms of referring to myself 
as the actor in the situation and confused participants. 
This needed to be reframed.

    Overall, the responses to the follow-up survey demonstrate 
this experiment’s success in using stories of time to 
facilitate ecological thought. The familiarity between 
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myself and the participants, and the security that this 
brought, however, is a factor to consider in terms of the 
eagerness of participants in the workshops. More 
workshops will need to be conducted to expand outside of 
my immediate circles, and con�rm whether this workshop 
design can be repeated across more varied participant 
demographics. 

Insights   The results from this experiment highlights that this 
workshop design is e¤ective in meeting its aims; 
participants successfully engaged in processes of story 
generation about the past and future lives of plastic, and 
this did at times facilitate consideration of the wider 
nonhuman timelines that plastic operates at. These 
workshops also visualised the longevity of plastic waste for 
some participants and generated ecological conversation. 
These workshops will hence continue to be used as the 
�nalisation of this research, with minor revisions based on 
the feedback mentioned above.

    The stories generated by participants also di¤ered greatly 
to my own stories. This serves as a reminder that 
participants brought their own understandings of plastic 
and time to the workshops, and that the processes of 
storytelling used can create a wide array of explorations 
and stories. The prompts of the workshop thus encouraged 
a storytelling relationship between myself and participants, 
and the stories formed were the results of a collaboration 
and mutual learning between our di¤erent perspectives.
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Approach Four: Participatory Methods

Experiment

What Now? Trial Workshop

“It never ends. Until plastic is completely abolished, 
it’ll never end.”
Trial Workshop participant statement

Aims    A second workshop was designed alongside Stories from 
the Afterlife. Named What Now?, this workshop was less 
of a direct translation of earlier experiments, and more of a 
provocation in response to these processes. 

    This workshop situates participants in an alternate reality 
which intervenes with and challenges their normative ones 
by questioning what humans would do if plastic could not 
be discarded. It uses prompts that bestows custodianship 
onto participants throughout time to make the problem of 
plastic tangible and personal for each participant.

    One Trial Workshop was conducted in this experiment to 
test its design.

Precedents   This workshop design was derived from feedback asking 
me to consider what happens to these warped plastics after 
this research project, and after they have been ‘saved’ from 
their usual fates and put on display. It also sought to 
explore the re�ections raised in Approach Three, which 
considered what would happen to these plastics after this 
research. Questions such as these proved personally 
impactful in shifting my perceptions towards the multi-
generational and deep time span of plastic, and as such, 
they were incorporated into the overall intention and 
design of this workshop.   
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Prompts   
1.  As a group, choose one of the plastics 

displayed to focus on today.

2.  The problem I’ve been facing is that I don’t 
know what to with these plastics after my 
Masters project is finished. I can’t recycle 
them and they won’t decompose within my 
lifetime or the next.  
 
I’d like us to do a rapid brainstorm of ideas 
for what can be done with these plastics 
afterwards. Be as silly or as realistic as you 
want. 

3.  Choose two of your favourite ideas and spend 
some time going into detail unpacking how we 
might execute them.

4.  How long will this plan go for? Roughly how 
much time will this idea take up?

5. What happens to these plastics next?

6.  What happens to them after our death? Where 
will they go? Who owns them? What happens next?

This workshop followed the same setup as Experiment: 
Stories from the Afterlife Trial Workshop. 

    The structure of this workshop also facilitated prompts to 
participants (Figure 88), but was more conversational and 
informal in relying on them to drive and guide the 
conversation.

    The same re�ective follow-up survey as Experiment: 
Stories from the Afterlife Trial Workshop was sent to 
participants two weeks after their participation.

Participants   Participants were once again recruited from personal 
networks. Three designers (professionals) were chosen as 
participants to test the more informal structure of this 
workshop design. I chose designers as I thought they 
would be more open to the abstract and conceptual nature 

Figure 88

‘What Now?’ workshop 
prompts.
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of the workshop, and would provide a comfortable space 
to test this more informal design. These designers had a 
pre-existing relationship with me (and with each other). 
All three participants were grouped into one group and 
were encouraged to answer the prompts collaboratively.   

Methods   The methods this workshop used were the same as 
Experiment: Stories from the Afterlife Trial Workshop—
storytelling, constructing stories about time, custodianship, 
a collaborative workshop structure and brainstorming.

Data collection Data was also collected in the same manner as Experiment: 
methods  Stories from the Afterlife Trial Workshop. Participant   
    brainstorms (Figure 89), participant observation notes 

(Figure 90), audio recordings and follow-up survey 
responses were collected.

   
Figure 89

Trial Workshop 
participant 
brainstorms. 
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Methods of  I used the same methods as Experiment: Stories from the 
analysis   Afterlife Trial Workshop: re�ective journaling, content 

analyses and visualising information to analyse the results 
of the collected data and to derive insight. 

Results   The more informal and conversational structure of this 
workshop design allowed participants to segue frequently 
into anecdotes about how they used plastic in their daily 
lives. They particularly discussed buying recycled plastic 
clothing, using KeepCups, takeaway containers and 
gladwrap. The situated context of the workshop thus 
prompted self-re�ection in participants about their own 
plastic consumption habits.

Figure 90

Trial Workshop 
participant 
observation notes.
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Turning waste plastic into 
an awareness campaign

Trial workshop #1 participants’ step-by-step plan for ‘re-using’ their chosen plastic

STEP 1. CREATE A ‘TEMPLE’ TO “STRETCH 
     PEOPLE’S THINKING AROUND PLASTIC”

(a). Gather donations of 
     plastic from all 
     around the world 

(b). Compact some of the 
     plastic into bricks 

Trial workshop

Made out
of plastic

Artefacts of plastic 
inside instead of idols

** based off participants’ 
   original drawing

THE TEMPLE OF PLASTIC

(c). Build the ‘temple’ 

(d). Display plastic waste 
     as artefacts for 
     contemplation

STEP 2. DEVELOP A GLOBAL PARTICIPATORY CAMPAIGN

(a). Create an online library 
     of collected plastics 

(c). Plastic gets delivered to
     participant, with a kit of 
     interactive activities

(d). Participant can complete
     activities & upload their
     responses to the library

(e). Participant chooses to keep 
     the plastic or send it back 
     to the ‘temple’

Website shows the locations of 
collection plastics all over 
the world

An archive of people’s responses
and stories with plastic is
created

(b). Visitors choose a plastic 

Plastic has
tracker

Figure 91

Visualisation of Trial 
Workshop participants’ 
plan to re-use their 
plastic.  
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STEP 2. DEVELOP A GLOBAL PARTICIPATORY CAMPAIGN

(a). Create an online library 
     of collected plastics 

(c). Plastic gets delivered to
     participant, with a kit of 
     interactive activities

(d). Participant can complete
     activities & upload their
     responses to the library

(e). Participant chooses to keep 
     the plastic or send it back 
     to the ‘temple’

Website shows the locations of 
collection plastics all over 
the world

An archive of people’s responses
and stories with plastic is
created

(b). Visitors choose a plastic 

Plastic has
tracker

    When asked to imagine taking custodianship of plastic, 
participants responded with the idea to use their waste 
plastic as the basis of an awareness campaign—one that 
would be used to generate ecological thought in general 
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consumers (Figure 91). They took an environmental 
education approach in order to: 

“Subvert the whole story of plastic as waste.” 
Participant statement

    These responses highlight a pre-existing ecological 
awareness in the participants and demonstrates that the 
workshop provided a space for their ecological views to  
be voiced collaboratively and a�rmed. 

    When asked what would happen to their plastic after their 
campaign ended, one participant responded with:

“It never ends. Until plastic is completely abolished, 
it’ll never end.”
Participant statement

    Encouraging participants to think past their ideated 
solutions to see the afterlife of their plastic was initially 
di�cult. This highlighted how challenging it is to shift 
from immediate human worldviews to more nonhuman  
and plastic-led ones.

 
    It was a turn to time-based prompts about the future of 

their speci�c plastic, however, that began to facilitate a 
shift to nonhuman thought (Figure 92). This was 
evidenced when one participant hypothesised that their 
plastic will be in outer space after 80 years. This statement 
facilitated a shift in participants to plastic-led perspectives, 
and allowed them to consider how their plastic might exist 
in outer space:

“But in outer space wouldn’t it decompose or 
something? Do you think it would explode?” 
Participant statement
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Where will this plastic be in ____ years?
Mapping what participants’ think will happen to their plastic 
after their step-by-step plan 

PARTICIPANT KEEPS
PLASTIC

CHUCKED INTO A
BIN AFTER A FEW

YEARS

ASTEROID DESTROYS
EARTH

PLASTIC = GONE

FLUNG INTO
OUTER SPACE

ALIENS
TAKE IT

FOR STUDY

SUCKED INTO
A BLACK HOLE

TRANSPO
RTED TO

 A 

PARALLE
L UNIVE

RSE WHE
RE 

PLASTIC
 DOESN’

T EXIST

Trial workshop

LANDFILL

IT GETS TOO
CLOSE TO THE 
SUN & BURNS

Figure 92

Visualisation of Trial 
Workshop participants’ 
speculations on what 
happens to their 
plastic after their 
plans for re-use.  
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Figure 93

Annotated participant 
responses to the What 
Now? follow-up survey. 

    Speci�cally, it was this shift to more �ctional and 
imaginative contexts of outer space that allowed 
participants to move from real-world perspectives and 
instead begin to adopt both plastic-led and nonhuman 
frames of mind. 

    When prompts of ‘what now?’ continued to be asked  
after each new idea, however, one participant exhibited 
exasperation and remarked:  

“You’re giving me an existential crisis.” 
Participant statement

   Follow-up survey responses 
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    Two of the three participants responded to the follow-up 
survey. Participant responses demonstrated that they  
were both impacted by concepts of the afterlife of plastic 
(Figure 93). For one participant, it made them more 
conscious and aware of the presence of plastic in their lives 
and of how long it exists for. For the other participant, 
thinking about the afterlife of plastic revealed to them how 
rubbish can warp and be impacted by other factors. This 
reveals that the workshop assisted in visualising the 
longevity of plastic for one participant, and in visualising 
the afterlife of plastic for another.  

    The responses to the second question once again makes 
evident the ecological concern these workshops can 
facilitate. While one participant expressed stronger 
motivation to improve their own ecological practices, the 
other participant stated that the workshops made them 
think more—provoking ecological action in one 
participant and ecological thought in the other. These 
outcomes highlight that the workshop’s explorations of 
waste through ideas of custodianship and deep time 
storytelling can be successful in encouraging participants 
to re�ect ecologically on their personal day-to-day 
behaviours of disposing and consuming. 

    Interestingly, one of the responses from a participant 
signi�ed an increase in ecological thought in general and 
was not plastic-speci�c—highlighting that concepts of 
plastic consumption and sustainability are interrelated  
and that they can mutually a¤ect one another. 

Reflection   The initial responses of participants to the prompts 
revealed that the framing of the �rst prompt (Figure 88)
was not suitable for the types of responses I wanted. Like 
the re�ections in Experiment: Stories from the Afterlife 
Trial Workshop, I needed to take myself out of the prompt 
questions and make them participant-focused instead.  
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    I also realised that throughout all the workshops 
conducted, my participant observations were not as useful 
as I had hoped. Participants tended to state quite freely 
what they were thinking; the audio recordings were the 
more valuable data for identifying participants’ shifts in 
thought. 

    The participants’ turn to more �ctional scenarios in 
responding to questions about their plastic’s afterlife—
compared to their initial evasion of the topic—suggests 
that thinking about the future is di�cult. Particularly, it 
was thinking through the future of an inanimate object 
that was di�cult. This aligns with Bennett’s assertions  
that it is normal to regard objects and waste as “passive”  
or “inert” (2010, p. vii). Asking participants to consider 
the future of a seemingly inert object may have therefore 
prompted more out-of-the-ordinary responses. The 
participants responding with �ction can thus be 
interpreted as forming a natural response to a question that 
was seemingly asking for this kind of response. Despite 
these more �ctional responses, genuine considerations 
about what would happen to their plastic within these 
realms was considered and discussed. The creation of 
�ction hence assisted in facilitating shifts to nonhuman 
thought. 

    It was questions of time and persistent time, paired with 
the introduction of �ction, that led participants to adopt 
these wider-than-human perspectives. This was particularly 
evident in one participant’s existential response to continued 
prompts of ‘what now?’. This response was particularly 
promising, as it suggested that they began to feel de-
centred from a human reality. Stretching their imagination 
far into the future—and forcing consideration about what 
continuously happens to their plastic—challenged this 
participant’s understandings not only of reality, but also of 
what plastic is and what happens to it after disposal.
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Insights   The results of this workshop once again revealed how 
unexpected and di¤erent the stories formed were to my 
own. This reinforces the idiosyncrasy of each participant’s 
understanding of plastic waste and a�rms that the use of 
participatory design workshops allows for a way to 
communicate with participants rather than at participants. 

    Overall, this workshop proved successful in shifting 
participants to tangibly recognise the longevity of plastic. 
As such, this workshop design was also enacted as the 
�nalisation of this research project. Similar to Stories from 
the Afterlife, participants outside of my own networks 
needed to be used for these �nal workshops to con�rm that 
this workshop was e¤ective for those without an 
established relationship with me. 
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Conclusion

Approach Four: Participatory Methods

While cultural probes were considered as a method for providing insight into 
how the warped plastics and my storytelling process could engage participants, it 
was ultimately the form of participatory design workshops that proved to be 
most suitable. Conducting trials of these workshop designs con�rmed that my 
particular methods of story generation—anthropomorphic, time-based, 
speculative, fragmented and nonhuman stories—could tangibly visualise the 
longevity of plastic and foster a sense of ecological responsibility in participants’ 
relationship to plastic. After having tested both Stories from the Afterlife and 
What Now? workshop designs, it is clear that both show potential and lead 
participants to think about the longevity of plastic in di¤erent ways. Stories from 
the Afterlife prompted broader stories about the deep time futures of plastic, 
whereas What Now? connected participants to understand how their personal 
disposal actions contributed to this deep time. Both workshop designs could 
hence be re�ned upon and presented as the �nalisation of this experimental 
process and further tested with a broader group of participants to determine 
whether their designs are repeatable. This will be detailed further in the 
upcoming section Final Workshops.
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Final Workshops

This section details the Final Workshops conducted for both Stories from the 
Afterlife and What Now? workshop designs. They will be distinguished from the 
Trial Workshops conducted previously by the nomenclature of ‘Final Workshop’.

I use these Final Workshops to prove that generating conversation and stories 
about the afterlife of plastic can shift the perspectives of participants to consider 
the nonhuman longevity of plastic waste. Stories from the Afterlife does this 
through fragmented story generation, which asks participants to incrementally 
map the future of a warped plastic and build towards considerations of deep time 
futures. What Now? achieves this by attributing custodianship of a warped 
plastic to participants, and having them imagine what would happen to the 
plastic under their care and even after their death.    

These Final Workshops particularly sought to test whether:

 �  The workshop designs—which translate my methods of experimentation 
and story generation about the warped plastics—are effective in 
facilitating understandings of the longevity of plastic waste in participants, 
and leads to ecological re�ections

 � The workshops are repeatable and can be applied to shift change for a 
range of consumer participants

 � These workshops can demonstrate how the theories of Bennett, Colebrook, 
Stoknes and Tsing can be collaboratively explored through participatory 
design workshops 

Participants   Participants for Final Workshops were recruited via an 
open call-out for Higher Degree Research (HDR) students 
at UTS. They were recruited across Faculties of Science, 
Business, Architecture, Arts and Social Science, Law, 
Engineering and IT. This open invitation method of 
recruiting participants was conducted to allow for groups 
of individuals with no pre-existing relationships to come 
together. 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS



176

    The Institute for Sustainable Futures was excluded from 
this list to avoid an ecological bias in the results. As 
individuals already focused on ecological matters, the 
workshops would either be met highly favourably by them 
or have little impact on them. The Design Faculties were 
also excluded to avoid designerly bias—trial workshops 
already involved a large number of designers, and they 
displayed a way of viewing the world that was too similar 
to my own.

   Stories from the Afterlife Final Workshop participants

    Three participants—from Faculties of Science, Business 
(with an undergraduate degree in Science) and 
Architecture—attended this workshop. Of these 
participants, two of them identi�ed as extremely 
ecologically minded, and were currently conducting 
research into sustainable practices within their �elds.   

   What Now? Final Workshop participants

    Three participants—from disciplines of science, business 
and communication—were present in this workshop.  
Two of these participants also identi�ed as ecologically 
minded, while the third identi�ed as more aware but not 
particularly passionate about the issue of plastic. In this 
instance, none of the participants had pre-existing 
relationships with each other, although one participant  
did have a pre-existing relationship to myself.

Conducting  As Final Workshops took place in the midst of the 
workshops  coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19), certain health and 
during   safety measures which were not present during the Trial 
COVID-19   Workshops were enacted. These measures were 

undertaken in accordance with UTS and Australian 
Government social distancing and hygiene regulations.
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    Government restrictions on unnecessary travel to campus 
also a¤ected the recruitment of participants; some 
participants cancelled their attendance before the 
workshop due to COVID-19. It is also possible that the 
amount of participants volunteering was reduced—as only 
those who felt comfortable enough to travel volunteered.

    Due to COVID-19 interfering with the collection of 
participant observations (particularly the use of gloves and 
hand sanitiser), the method of observing participants using 
a pre-determined list of behaviours was abandoned for the 
Final Workshops.    

Methods   See Experiment: Stories from the Afterlife Trial Workshop 
for a description of the methods used in the design of these 
workshops, as well as its data collection methods. 

   

1.  As a group, choose one of the plastics 
displayed to focus on today.

2. Describe your plastic sample.

3.  What do you think this plastic object used to 
be? Brainstorm all the things that this plastic 
might have been. 

4.  How do you think this plastic ended up in the 
ocean? Brainstorm as many ways you can think 
of. Prepare to share your most likely and most 
ridiculous idea to the group. 

5.  How long do you think your plastic spent in the 
ocean? How old do you think it is overall?

6.  If you were given your piece of plastic today, 
where do you think your plastic might be in 1 
year’s time? Brainstorm ideas. 

7.  Brainstorm ideas for where you think your 
plastic might be in 10 years’ time. 

8.  Brainstorm ideas for where you think your 
plastic might be in 100 years’ time.

   

9.  Brainstorm ideas for where you think your 
plastic might be in 1,000 years’ time. Prepare 
to share your most likely and most ridiculous 
idea to the group.

Figure 94

‘Stories from the 
Afterlife’ revised 
prompts. 
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1.  As a group, choose one of the plastics 

displayed to focus on today.

2.  Brainstorm all the things you would do with 
your plastic if you couldn’t throw it into the 
bin.

3.  Choose two ideas of your ideas. Plan in detail 
how those two ideas would be executed in real 
life. 

4.  How long do you estimate it would take that to 
get up and running? 

5.  By this point, will you still be around? What 
next? What happens to it then? 

6.  Where will this plastic be after that? 

7. And after that?

Analysis of  Similar to the Trial Workshops, the results of the Final 
Results   Workshops were analysed through a content and textual 

analysis. See Experiment: Stories from the Afterlife Trial 
Workshop for more details. 

    Analysing the results of the Trial Workshops proved time 
consuming and laborious. This was due to the fact that I 
collected many di¤erent forms of data, and did not know 
going into the Trial Workshops exactly what I was looking 
for or what the outcomes would be. Conducting and 
re�ecting on these Trial Workshops brought about a clarity 
of intent that allowed for a set of criteria to be developed. 
This would assist in evaluating the results of the Final 
Workshops. This included questions of:

   –  Did interacting with the warped plastics engage 
participants?

   –  Did storytelling prompts stimulate concern and 
awareness of the longevity of plastic?

   –  Did giving participants custodianship of the plastic 
lead them to consider the longevity of plastic?

Figure 95

‘What Now?’ revised 
prompts. 
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   –  Did the workshops facilitate ecological thought/
concern/responsibility in participants overall? 

    
    These criteria are used to frame interpretations of the 

results from the Final Workshops, and are used to 
determine whether the prompts were successful in meeting 
their aims. 

Analysis  The results of these Final Workshops are presented in the 
structure  next sections through four parts:

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS

Part One

Participant reactions to the warped plastics

love
love

beautiful 
beautiful
beautiful
beautiful 
beautiful
beautiful 
beautiful 
beauty

incredible
amazing
pretty 
pretty

like
cool
cool 
cool
cool 
Cool

 interesting
 interesting
 interesting

 interesting
 interesting
 interesting

weird
crazy

insane
Gross

don’t like
hate
hate

soulless piece of garbage

“I things like this,
I when it looks like that.”

“You make plastic seem like it’s really
“It makes plastic seem like it’s really

“...we use on a day-to-day basis and now it looks so
“...exhibiting all this on individual podiums and it’d be really

“It’s
“That’s

“It does become

.”

.”

.”

.”

.”

.”
to me when I see them all together.”

“There’s this about it.”

“I really this one.”
“I’d probably wash it �rst, frame it, it would be a piece.”

“It’s really how it’s really thick on one side....”

“It’s how there’s only one kind of growth on it.”
“It’s because that really thick part is folded over.”

“There are also these shapes and micro-textures.”
“That one is so straight away.”

“I it.”
“There’s nothing I more than soft, wet plastic.”

“That’s just it. It’s not natural. I it.”
.”“

“Yeah, that one’s .”

“That’s .”
“Look at this squishy stu�. .”

“This one is particularly , I mean what is that?”

“What’s really , though, is that even though it’s plastic, it 
  looks like it’s rusting.”

“It’s just how much integrity it still has and these pumices 
have somehow been able to develop, that blows 
my mind.”

“This is a really piece of art, I’m going to hang it up in my house.”

“That’s .”
“They are really .”

“I just feel drawn to these plastics because I think they’re really .”

“That’s actually quite .”

“ .”

“It looks , but what am I actually looking at?”

Participant reactions to warped plastics 

Part Two

Stories from the Afterlife results

Where will this plastic be in ____ years?
Mapping participants’ future timelines of their chosen warped plastic 

Today

1 yr

CHUCK IT
TAKE IT HOME
EXHIBIT IT

HOUSEHOLD BIN

10 yrs

100 yrs

1000 yrs

Final workshop

LANDFILL

LANDFILL

LANDFILL

SHOT UP 
INTO SPACE

RECYCLED

TECHNOLOGICAL
INNOVATION

MELT INTO
OIL

DUG BACK UP
FOR RE-USE

CHUCKED OUT
AFTER RE-USE

CHUCKED OUT
AFTER RE-USE

ON A SHELF

BROKEN DOWN
INTO CHEMICALS

GAS/LIQUID

IN OIL
RESERVES

SCAVENGED
AS SCRAP

Part Four

Re�ection

Part Three

What Now? results

IF THEY COULDN’T THROW IT IN THE BIN

All the things participants 
would do with their plastic

21 #1

MAKE A TEMPLE OF PLASTIC

TURN IT INTO MONEY

16 #1

CATALOGUE IT IN A BOOK

04 #1

EXHIBIT IT

03 #1

BASE A BOARDGAME OFF IT

13 #1

?
?

?

?

?

TURN IT INTO AN ONLINE
PARTICIPATORY CAMPAIGN

20 #1

DISPLAY IT ON A SHELF

01 #2

PUT IT IN THEIR FISH TANK

02 #2

TURN IT INTO CONFETTI

17 #2

USE IT AS A CORSAGE

07 #2

USE IT AS A HAIR CLIP

05 #2

USE IT AS A BROOCH

06 #2

#1 = Trial workshop    #2 = Final workshop

WEAR IT AS PART
OF A COSTUME

08 #2

USE IT AS A LOOFAH

09 #2

USE IT AS A DOG TOY

10 #2

TURN IT INTO A WIND CHIME

11 #2

TURN IT INTO A BIRD FEEDER

12 #2

SET UP A SECONDHAND
PLASTIC STORE

19 #1

WRITE MESSAGES ON EACH SHEET
AND PUT IT IN A BOTTLE IN
THE OCEAN FOR SOMEONE ELSE
TO FIND

14 #2

SHRINK THEMSELVES
AND HIDE IN IT

15 #2

CONVERT IT INTO ENERGY

18 #2
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Final Workshops

Part One

Participant reactions to the warped plastics

love
love

beautiful 
beautiful
beautiful
beautiful 
beautiful
beautiful 
beautiful 
beauty

incredible
amazing
pretty 
pretty

like
cool
cool 
cool
cool 
Cool

 interesting
 interesting
 interesting

 interesting
 interesting
 interesting

weird
crazy

insane
Gross

don’t like
hate
hate

soulless piece of garbage

“I things like this,
I when it looks like that.”

“You make plastic seem like it’s really
“It makes plastic seem like it’s really

“...we use on a day-to-day basis and now it looks so
“...exhibiting all this on individual podiums and it’d be really

“It’s
“That’s

“It does become

.”

.”

.”

.”

.”

.”
to me when I see them all together.”

“There’s this about it.”

“I really this one.”
“I’d probably wash it �rst, frame it, it would be a piece.”

“It’s really how it’s really thick on one side....”

“It’s how there’s only one kind of growth on it.”
“It’s because that really thick part is folded over.”

“There are also these shapes and micro-textures.”
“That one is so straight away.”

“I it.”
“There’s nothing I more than soft, wet plastic.”

“That’s just it. It’s not natural. I it.”
.”“

“Yeah, that one’s .”

“That’s .”
“Look at this squishy stu�. .”

“This one is particularly , I mean what is that?”

“What’s really , though, is that even though it’s plastic, it 
  looks like it’s rusting.”

“It’s just how much integrity it still has and these pumices 
have somehow been able to develop, that blows 
my mind.”

“This is a really piece of art, I’m going to hang it up in my house.”

“That’s .”
“They are really .”

“I just feel drawn to these plastics because I think they’re really .”

“That’s actually quite .”

“ .”

“It looks , but what am I actually looking at?”

Participant reactions to warped plastics 
Figure 96

A list of participant 
reactions to the 
warped plastics. 
Mapped on a scale from 
love reactions to hate 
reactions. 
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Early prompts in the Stories from the Afterlife workshop asked participants to 
select, observe and describe one warped plastic. The �rst prompt in What Now? 
also asked participants to select and describe one warped plastic. The range of 
reactions from participants during these activities highlights that the warped 
materiality of these plastics are a¤ective and do stimulate responses. They also 
highlight two main ways participants responded to the plastics; through language 
and through behaviour. This section discusses and analyses these responses in 
order to draw meaning from them.  

The Final Workshops saw a high number of reactions to the plastic from 
participants. These took on the form of verbal statements, which were 
documented through the audio recordings of the workshop proceedings. This 
highlighted that the audio recordings (and their transcripts) could be ‘mined’ or 
searched for verbal responses as a way of providing tangible evidence of these 
reactions. Mining the audio recordings of the Trial Workshops also revealed 
participant reactions that had not been noticed initially. As such, participant 
reactions from all �ve workshops conducted (three Trial Workshops, two Final 
Workshops) are synthesised and presented in this section.   

Participant reactions evidenced through language
Mapping participant reactions to the plastic highlighted two insights; there was 
no general consensus reached in terms of how participants reacted to the plastics, 
and the reactions of participants ranged from very positive (love) to very 
negative (hate)(Figure 96). 

What also became evident from this mapping was how some reactions were  
more common across participants. When these reactions were abstracted into 
colour and shape (Figure 97), reactions of ‘beautiful’, ‘cool’ and ‘interesting’ 
were revealed to be the most common responses. However, as the nature of this 
research is qualitative rather than quantitative, little meaning can be deduced 
from the signi�cance of the quantity of occurrence—rather, what is meaningful 
is that they occurred at all.

Figure 97

A record of the 
frequency of each 
participant reaction.  
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From LOVE to HATE, and 
everything IN BETWEEN 

‘Stories from the Afterlife’ and ‘What Now?’ workshop observations

Participant reactions to warped plastics

Hate

In between

Love

= Frequency of mention

Love

Beautiful

Incredible

Amazing

Like

Cool

Interesting

Weird

Crazy

Insane

Gross

Don’t like

Hate

Soulless piece of garbage

Pretty



183

Participant reactions evidenced through behaviour
A collation of the participant observation notes also recorded reactions from 
participants. These can only be described through a written account of the event 
so as not to lose any ‘data’ or richness of the occurrence, as outlined below:

Disgust   A reaction of disgust was expressed towards the 
toothbrush by one participant—aimed at the “squishy” 
materiality of the padding which had started to decay. 
When they saw this toothbrush, they said they were glad 
they had donned gloves.

Tactile   Another participant refused the option of wearing gloves, 
stating: “I want to touch them with my �ngers”.

Refusal of gloves  Despite both Stories from the Afterlife and What Now? 
Final Workshops taking place in the midst of COVID-19—
and with various sanitary measures becoming the new 
normal—many participants asked if it was necessary to 
wear disposable gloves when touching the plastic. This also 
occurred during the Trial Workshop of What Now?, 
where a participant remarked that it was “ironic” and 
counterintuitive to be given disposable plastic gloves to 
hold waste plastics. This highlights a pre-existing 
ecological awareness in some of the participants. 

Kismet    Upon re�ecting on their choice of plastic items to focus  
on for the duration of the workshop, one participant stated, 

“when I entered the room I just knew”, in regards to their 
choice. 

Too beautiful   One participant in particular questioned whether the 
plastics were too beautiful and whether that would have 
the opposite e¤ect to making people want to consume  
less plastic:
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“It makes plastic seem like it’s really beautiful. But in 
the bigger picture, plastics are a really damaging 
thing for the environment, so it shouldn’t be 
beautiful?”
Participant statement

    Another participant found it interesting that they 
perceived the collection of warped plastics in front of them 
as beautiful, despite often being repulsed by plastic in 
stores such as Smiggle. When re�ecting on why this 
reaction occurred, they stated a reason was possibly that 
the plastics had been “bu¤eted out” by the ocean and thus 
resembled more natural materials. Another reason given 
was that while waste plastics are often seen in the singular 
in natural environments—and therefore feel out of place 
and disgusting—the warped plastics in front of them were 
displayed in a collection and thus appeared more 
intentional.

Insights 
These responses to the warped plastics con�rm that these artefacts can engage 
and draw reactions from participants. The mixture of fascination and curiosity  
in participants highlight that the warped forms of these plastics made them see 
plastic in ways alternative to its normative representations as packaging, waste  
or consumer objects. The particular language used by participants made this 
evident; they described and responded to these plastics as an ambiguous material. 
I turn here to the writings of philosopher Immanuel Kant (1790/1952), aesthetic 
theorist Sianne Ngai (2007; 2012) and consumer researchers Caleb Warren and 
Margaret Campbell (2014) to better understand the implications of the language 
used by these participants.   

Beautiful    The reaction of some participants to regard the plastic as 
beautiful is a stark contrast to the way plastic and plastic 
waste is usually perceived in consumer contexts. This 
highlights that the warping of these plastics shifted the 
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perspectives of participants to regard plastic in new ways, 
and made them aware of the more material nature of 
plastic. It also highlights that the workshop itself provided 
a context removed from consumer mindsets, which allowed 
for alternative perspectives to emerge. Kant’s statement 
that a person’s reactions of ‘beautiful’ are made in response 
to “what simply pleases him” (1790/1952, p. 49) reveals 
that these participants positively responded to these 
plastics; they were engaged by the aesthetic and visual 
qualities of the warped plastics. These particular responses 
con�rm my own considerations of the plastic as beautiful.  

    The statement of one participant that it was problematic 
to communicate these plastics as beautiful demonstrates a 
tension between being captivated by these forms and 
knowing that this warped plastic should not be admired. 
This highlights that the visual qualities of these plastics  
are engaging in ways that might challenge those with 
pre-existing ecological mindsets, and bring these 
discussions to the forefront. There seems to be a limit, 
however, to how much these aesthetic responses can 
impact others—Kant also describes reactions of ‘beautiful’ 
as being delight without interest (1790/1952, p. 50). This 
suggests that reactions of beauty do not facilitate much 
stimulation outside of the object itself. This supports my 
conclusion in earlier experiments that purely presenting 
plastic through aestheticised means cannot directly lead to 
ecological re�ection in consumers.  

Cool    Warren and Campbell state that reactions of ‘cool’ emerge 
“when its behaviors diverge from the norm” (2014, p. 543). 
The participants may have hence regarded the warped 
plastics as ‘cool’ because it was unfamiliar and outside the 
norm. These responses support my hypothesis in this 
research that warped plastics can be used to challenge 
normative conventions. These responses also highlight that 
participants were responding to more than the aesthetic of 
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these warped plastics; they began to engage conceptually 
with what this plastic represented.      

Interesting   Responses of ‘interesting’ also signify a conceptual reaction 
in participants, and mark a response to the “relatively small 
surprise of information or variation from an existing norm” 
(Ngai, 2012, p. 5). The ‘interesting’ is de�ned by the 
occurrence of new information and the way this interacts 
with pre-existing worldviews—“the interesting marks a 
tension between the unknown and the already known” 
(Ngai, 2012, p. 5). This de�nition of interest as a “collision” 
or “contradiction” (Ngai, 2012, p. 12) illuminates that 
participants who expressed these reactions were challenged 
by the plastics in some way through exposure to their 
existence. This once again con�rms that these warped 
plastics successfully caused shifts in participants. However, 
Ngai’s statements that these responses are “trivial” (2012, p. 
18) suggest that the participants were only slightly 
impacted by the presence of these plastics. This in turn 
reveals that being in the presence of these warped plastic 
artefacts are not enough to powerfully evoke shifts in 
participants—but are perhaps enough to trigger thought, 
conversation and re�ection.  

Disgust    Instances of disgust and hatred in participants can be 
interpreted through Kant’s theory that disgust is an object 

“insisting, as it were, upon our enjoying it, while we still set 
our face against it” (1790/1952, p. 174). This demonstrates 
perceptions of the plastic as overtly attacking the viewer 
with its presence. This is supported by Ngai, in statements 
that “what makes the object abhorrent is precisely its 
outrageous claim for desirability. The disgusting seems to 
say, ‘You want me,’ imposing itself on the subject as 
something to be mingled with and perhaps even enjoyed” 
(2007, p. 335). Reactions of disgust, then, can be deduced 
as occurring only when the viewer strongly disagrees with 
what the object is presenting itself as, and as an o¤ence to 
their person and worldviews. This suggests that the 
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existence of the warped plastics a�rmed participants’ 
dislike of plastic itself, and highlights a pre-existing 
ecological awareness in these participants. This reveals  
that participants who reacted with disgust still regarded 
these warped plastics through stereotypical consumer 
perceptions of plastic; the warping of these plastics did  
not facilitate new perspectives or ways of seeing the plastic 
beyond their normative de�nitions. It is likely, then, that 
these participants were so subsumed by their ecological 
hatred for plastic that they became closed o¤ to further 
exploration.

Conclusion
Did interacting with the warped plastics engage participants?

While the responses of majority of the participants con�rm and support the idea 
that warped plastic can evoke conversation and thought in them, the absence of 
response from some of the participants is something to note as well. This, 
combined with the di¤erence in reaction between participants to the warped 
plastics, highlights that the plastics do not a¤ect participants universally or in the 
same way, and that the they do not automatically cause shifts in perception in 
participants.  

The responses of participants who did react reveal that the warped plastics did 
not facilitate shifts toward understandings of the longevity of plastic speci�cally. 
The ‘image’ or ‘visual’ of these plastics alone are therefore not enough to 
encourage these shifts in participants. This further proves that the assumptions 
behind my photographic experiments in Approach One—that visualising and 
portraying the warped plastics could shift change in consumers—were 
incomplete, and supports the decision to move on to storytelling approaches. 
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Final Workshops

Part Two

Stories from the Afterlife Final Workshop results

Figure 98

The future timelines 
of plastic discussed 
by participants of the 
Stories from the 
Afterlife Final 
Workshop.

Where will this plastic be in ____ years?
Mapping participants’ future timelines of their chosen warped plastic 

Today
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CHUCK IT
TAKE IT HOME
EXHIBIT IT

HOUSEHOLD BIN

10 yrs

100 yrs

1,000 yrs

Final workshop

LANDFILL

LANDFILL

LANDFILL

SHOT UP 
INTO SPACE
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TECHNOLOGICAL
INNOVATION
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DUG BACK UP
FOR RE-USE
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This section details the results from the Stories from the Afterlife Final Workshop. 
I particularly highlight that the results from the Final Workshop di¤ered from 
those of the Trial Workshops. Unlike Trial Workshops, participants in this Final 
Workshop did not explore or discuss ideas of the longevity of plastic waste. In 
this section I explore and unpack why these responses may have di¤ered.  I 
divulge that participant responses to storytelling prompts, and participant 
responses to prompts of custodianship, revealed a pre-established human-centred 
approach to plastic in majority of the Final Workshop participants. From this, I 
identify speci�c participant personas that the workshops are most and least 
e¤ective in engaging.   

Participant responses to storytelling prompts
Storytelling prompts in this Final Workshop asked participants to map and 
consider the 1 year, 10 year, 100 year and 1,000 year future of a warped plastic 
they had chosen (Figure 98). Participant responses to these prompts followed 
predominantly human-centred perspectives. There is a focus in their responses 
on how future technological innovation can manipulate and respond to problems 
of waste. This solutions-focused perspective is central even in mentions of outer 
space—which, while used more �ctitiously and humorously in previous Trial 
Workshops—are discussed in this workshop as a potential solution avenue:

“Can we put them up on asteroids? What are the 
space ethics of sending plastic out to space?” 
Participant statement

And while the 1,000 year discussions exhibit consideration of how plastic may 
have transformed (Figure 98), these transformations are attributed to events of 
human manipulation and advancements in waste infrastructures. Due to this 
more solutions-based mentality, nonhuman thought therefore did not enter the 
discussion. Discussions and realisation of the deep timescale of plastic were also 
not overtly present, perhaps as a result of participants speculating within a human- 
centred worldview, which prevented opportunities for nonhuman ontologies to 
surface. Their interpretation of the prompts and the plastic were grounded in a 
desire for a tangible solution to the issue of plastics and consumption in general. 
This brings into question whether pre-existing knowledge or familiarity with the 
issue of plastic impacts on participants’ abilities to embrace alternative 
perspectives in the form of nonhuman ontologies.  
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Participant responses to custodianship
When given hypothetical custodianship of their plastic, two out of the three 
participants immediately stated their desire to dispose of it. They regarded their 
plastic as having fully served its function: 

“I’m not going to do anything with it. It’s run its 
course.”
Participant statement

Participants once again focused discussions on future technological innovations 
in response to custodianship prompts. Custodianship of the plastic did not 
facilitate impactful considerations of deep time in participants, nor did it 
facilitate discussions around how their actions of disposing this plastic would 
have deep time rami�cations. The tendency of the participants in this group to 
remain una¤ected by the workshop prompts are made even more apparent in 
their responses to the follow-up survey, and in their descriptions of what they 
gained from the workshop.

Impact of the workshop on participants

Figure 99

‘Stories from the 
Afterlife’ Final 
Workshop follow-up 
survey responses. 
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The responses of participants to the follow-up surveys were used to determine 
the impact of the workshops on participants, and to see whether the workshops 
inspired an increased sense of ecological responsibility in participants. All three 
participants from the workshop responded to this follow-up survey (Figure 99).

For one participant, storytelling about their plastic succeeded in enabling them 
to visualise the ongoing impacts of plastic. This made them more motivated to 
change their behaviours, and highlights that these workshops can facilitate 
ecological responses in participants. 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS



192

For the other two participants, however, the workshops only a�rmed what  
they already knew. One of these participants even expressed surprise that there 
were other worldviews than their own and speci�cally stated that they were  
not changed in any way because they were already familiar with �elds of 
sustainability. This perhaps explains why deep time considerations were not  
fully present in the workshop; having a familiarity with plastic limited their 
exploration of these concepts. This once again points to how a pre-existing 
familiarity and expertise with plastic can limit how much a participant is open  
to exploring alternative framings and approaches to plastic.  

Conclusion
The absence of deep time consideration and conversation amongst the participants 
of the Final Workshop highlights that the nature of the prompts may not be 
e¤ective in visualising longevity for all participants. Considering Stoknes’ 
arguments that “di¤erent audiences need to hear di¤erent stories” (2015, p. 149), 
it is evident, then, that exploring the persistent afterlives of plastic as a way to 
access ecological thought is not suitable for all participants. These results serve 
as a reminder that we cannot design for everyone (Martin & Hanington, 2012,  
p. 132). The di¤erence in response in terms of impact from these participants 
highlights that these workshops may only a¤ect a speci�c type of participant, as 
outlined below.    

Conclusion of ‘Stories from the Afterlife’
In summary, the responses of participants from all Stories from the Afterlife 
workshops revealed that:

– Some participants reacted to the warped plastics while others did not
–  The workshop encouraged some of the participants to consider the 

nonhuman ways plastic persists without end, but not all
–  The workshop facilitated ecological shifts in some participants, but not all

These di¤erences in response were not dependent—as I had previously 
hypothesised—on the disciplinary background of the participant; both those 
from creative �elds and empirical �elds did and did not adopt nonhuman scales 
of time. Instead, the measure of the workshop’s success seems to be determined 
by the pre-existing ecological awareness of participants. Participants who  
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strongly identi�ed as ecologically minded—like those in the Final Workshop—
were less a¤ected by concepts of time and did not engage in dialogue about 
nonhuman timelines or the afterlives of plastic. The participants in the Trial 
Workshops, in comparison, did embark on conversations around the nonhuman 
longevity of plastic. They were ecologically aware, but not to the extent of  
having dedicated their careers and personal behaviours to sustainability.

In reference to Martin and Hanington’s arguments that “attempting to design for 
everyone results in unfocused or incoherent solutions” (2012, p. 132), results such 
as these highlight that these workshops should recruit and design for speci�c  
types of individuals in mind. This builds on the ideas of Alan Cooper, speci�cally 
the development of personas (1999). Cooper states that a persona is “a precise 
description of our user and what he wishes to accomplish” (1999, p. 123), and  
that it is the development of these personas which make a design successful and 
relevant. Using the insights gained from the background of my participants, 
potential personas that these workshops do and do not cater to can be identi�ed.  

The factors identi�ed earlier as in�uencing the participants’ response to the 
workshops display a similarity to Stoknes’ measure of social attitudes to climate 
change (2015, p. 58). As such, I will reference and adopt Stoknes’ social attitudes 
as personas for these workshops. Speci�cally, two of Stoknes’ attitudes align  
with the perceived mindsets of the participants who attended the Stories from the 
Afterlife workshops. These have been adjusted to better suit the values present in 
the workshops:

The Changemakers Stoknes describes those with attitudes of alarm as well- 
(originally  informed and as “convinced what is happening is human-
‘Alarmed’)   caused, and feel it is a serious and urgent threat. The 

alarmed try to do something in their own lives and support 
aggressive national response” (Stoknes, 2015, p. 58). This 
mentality aligns well with the participants of the Final 
Workshop who spoke with strong ecological opinions. For 
the context of this workshop, however, a de�ning factor 
amongst these participants was that they were researching 
or working within sustainable �elds, and thus the 
nomenclature of this persona has been changed to the 
‘changemaker’ to re�ect this speci�c criteria. These are the 
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participants who were una¤ected by the workshop designs 
and did not engage in nonhuman thought or conversation.  
They are thus not ideal participants for future workshops.

The Concerned   Stoknes’ description of the concerned is that they 
acknowledge it “is a serious problem and are moderately 
well informed about the issue….They are distinctly less 
involved in the issue—and less likely to be taking personal 
action” (Stoknes, 2015, p. 58). This somewhat aligns with 
the attitudes and responses of the participants of the Trial 
Workshops. Unlike Stoknes’ classi�cations, however, many 
of these participants were undertaking small personal 
changes every now and then. As such, references to 
personas of the ‘Concerned’ will re-appropriate Stoknes’ 
de�nitions to include personal action. 

These personas begin to highlight the limits and scope of the Stories from the 
Afterlife workshops; it highlights that the workshop is only e¤ective for particular 
personas—the ‘Concerned’. This demonstrates that the ideal participants for 
these workshops are those that have pre-existing ecological thought, but are not 
consumed by their ecological concern. The results from Stories from the Afterlife 
hence proves that this workshop design can build on pre-established concerns for 
those who are open to ecological change, but by no means experts. 
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Final Workshops

Part Three

What Now? Final Workshop results

Figure 100

Diagram of what 
participants from 
‘What Now?’ Trial and 
Final Workshops would 
do with their chosen 
plastic if they 
couldn’t throw it in 
the bin. 

IF THEY COULDN’T THROW IT IN THE BIN

All the things participants 
would do with their plastic

21 #1

MAKE A TEMPLE OF PLASTIC

TURN IT INTO MONEY

16 #1

CATALOGUE IT IN A BOOK

04 #1

EXHIBIT IT

03 #1

BASE A BOARDGAME OFF IT

13 #1

?
?

?

?

?

TURN IT INTO AN ONLINE
PARTICIPATORY CAMPAIGN

20 #1

DISPLAY IT ON A SHELF

01 #2

PUT IT IN THEIR FISH TANK

02 #2

TURN IT INTO CONFETTI

17 #2

USE IT AS A CORSAGE

07 #2

USE IT AS A HAIR CLIP

05 #2

USE IT AS A BROOCH

06 #2

#1 = Trial workshop    #2 = Final workshop

WEAR IT AS PART
OF A COSTUME

08 #2

USE IT AS A LOOFAH

09 #2

USE IT AS A DOG TOY

10 #2

TURN IT INTO A WIND CHIME

11 #2

TURN IT INTO A BIRD FEEDER

12 #2

SET UP A SECONDHAND
PLASTIC STORE

19 #1

WRITE MESSAGES ON EACH SHEET
AND PUT IT IN A BOTTLE IN
THE OCEAN FOR SOMEONE ELSE
TO FIND

14 #2

SHRINK THEMSELVES
AND HIDE IN IT

15 #2

CONVERT IT INTO ENERGY

18 #2
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In this section I detail the results of the What Now? Final Workshop to 
determine the impact of the workshop and its storytelling prompts on 
participants. Similar to Trial Workshop participants, the participants of this 
Final Workshop engaged in ecological and nonhuman considerations about 
plastic. I consider how prescribing custodianship of plastic onto participants and 
how mapping the deep future timelines of plastic particularly achieved this result. 

Participant responses to custodianship
The �rst prompt in this workshop asked participants to collaboratively choose a 
warped plastic and to consider what they would do with it if they couldn’t throw 
it in the bin—if they were given custodianship of their plastic. 

Comparing the responses to custodianship between Trial and Final Workshops 
(Figure 100) reveals a range of responses to custodianship; from re-using their 
plastic for individual use (like the loofah) to re-using their plastic on a wider 
human scale (like converting it into energy or money). Their responses exist 
within �ctional scenarios (jokingly discussed, and clearly never to be executed), 
which highlights how outside the norm this idea is and how di�cult it is to give 
plastic another life. 

When asked to expand and consider in more detail what they would do if given 
custodianship of plastic, participants in the Final Workshop chose to develop an 
awareness campaign based on their plastic item (Figure 101). Their response 
demonstrates that they were particularly interested in using their plastic to shift 
the behaviours of general consumers through an aquarium installation:

“An aquarium with plastic building up on the bottom 
and then you go out and go ‘oh I forgot my 
KeepCup’, or that day you choose to buy lunch and 
go ‘oh why has this got so much plastic on it? I’ll 
choose that lunch.’”
Participant statement
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Turning waste plastic into 
an awareness campaign

Final workshop participants’ step-by-step plan for ‘re-using’ their chosen plastic

STEP 1. CREATE A PLASTC-THEMED AQUARIUM EXHIBITION
     TO RAISE AWARENESS

(a). Decontaminate the 
     plastic 

(b). Build giant fish tank
     & fill with fish & 
     plastic 

Final workshop

(c). Invite schools to come.
     Give time for public
     to see installation 

(d). Take out fish over
     time, while adding 
     more plastic

Large glass 
aquarium
installation

Filled
with fish

Plastic waste
littered along bottom

Installation in
the Devonshire

tunnel in Sydney

2-
3 
mo
nt
h

pl
an

STEP 2. AFTER EXHIBITION ENDS—DEMAND ACTION

2020

(a). Write a description of the exhibition with 
     responses from the public 

(c). Plastic & letter gets passed down between M.P.s
     as a reminder

(b). Send plastic & description to a Member of 
     Parliament (M.P.) 

“The future’s 
in your hands”

“The future’s 
in your hands”

2022

“The future’s 
in your hands”

2025

“The future’s 
in your hands”

2028

“The future’s 
in your hands”

2031

“The future’s 
in your hands”

2034
...

“The future’s 
in your hands”

“The
future’s
in

Figure 101

Final Workshop 
participants’ plan to 
re-use their plastic.  
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STEP 2. AFTER EXHIBITION ENDS—DEMAND ACTION

2020

(a). Write a description of the exhibition with 
     responses from the public 

(c). Plastic & letter gets passed down between M.P.s
     as a reminder

(b). Send plastic & description to a Member of 
     Parliament (M.P.) 
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in your hands”
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future’s
in
your
hands.”

The participants’ idea to use their warped plastic to change perceptions and 
facilitate ecological awareness strikingly mirrors both my own positions in this 
research and the responses of participants from the What Now? Trial Workshop. 
This similarity in thought demonstrates a commonality in response in wanting to 
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use the warped plastics for ecological change, and also highlights that 
participants can interpret ecological messages within the plastic. 

When prompted to consider what they would do with their plastic after this plan, 
however, one participant stated that they couldn’t keep maintaining 
custodianship of their plastic for that long:

“I’m not even emotionally attached to this even 
though we picked it out from there.”
Participant statement

Their wish to eschew continued responsibility and custodianship of their plastic 
highlights just how di�cult it can be to want to keep plastic and not dispose of it. 
It also highlights how custodianship made them anxious in realising how long 
they would need to keep maintaining the plastic for. Custodianship was hence 
e¤ective in shifting participants to personally realise the longevity of plastic. 

Participant responses to storytelling prompts
When asked to map what would happen to their plastic after their plans for 
re-use, all participants exhibited a shift in perspective to nonhuman discussions 
about time. The participants considered how their plastic might continue to exist 
after they are gone. Their discussions of their plastic as future microplastics, 
which could be ingested by their future descendants, demonstrate that generating 
stories which traces plastic into the future can achieve these conversations and 
thoughts (Figure 102). 

Participants, however, did initially display di�culty in answering these prompts, 
and began to segue to other topics. This was acknowledged by more than one 
participant, in realising that they did not answer the prompts fully:

“I noticed we sort of avoided some of your questions 
a bit because they’re so hard. ‘Where will plastic be 
in 100 years?’ and we just talked about stu¤ for a 
while. ‘Land�ll, that’s where it’s going to be’.” 
Participant statement

Figure 102

‘What Now?’ Final 
Workshop participants’ 
speculations on what 
happens to their 
plastic after their 
plans for re-use.  
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Where will this plastic be in ____ years?
Mapping what participants’ think will happen to their plastic 
after their step-by-step plan 

M.P. GETS GIVEN
PLASTIC

CHUCKED INTO
A BIN EVENTUALLY

AT THE BOTTOM
OF THE OCEAN

IN THE 
BELLIES OF FISH

IN THE LIVERS
OF MY GRANDCHILDREN

LANDFILL

DISINTEGRATED
INTO LITTLE

SHARDS

Final workshop
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Their initial avoidance of questions about the afterlife of plastic demonstrates 
that thinking about the multi-generational and persistent presence of plastic does 
not come naturally to participants, and that it is di�cult to become de-centred 
from an immediate human reality.   

Impacts of the workshop on participants

Figure 103

‘What Now?’ Final 
Workshop participant 
responses to the 
follow-up survey. 
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All three participants responded to the follow-up survey. For two of these 
participants, the design of the workshop and its storytelling prompts successfully 
visualised and made accessible concepts of the longevity of plastic waste (Figure 
103). For the other participant, the workshops increased their awareness of 
plastic in their daily life.  

One participant was a¤ected by interacting with the physical artefacts of the 
plastic and of considering the past life of these plastics, while another was 
a¤ected by the discussions of plastic itself. The third participant was particularly 
a¤ected by the collaborative nature of the workshop. This demonstrates how 
di¤erent elements of the workshop spoke to di¤erent participants.

Their responses also reveal that ecological thought was facilitated through the 
workshops. Two participants expressed an increased ecological motivation—
with one participant in particular identifying changes they could make to their 
own consumption habits—while the third participant expressed increased 
ecological awareness and thought. These shifts, again, refer to general ecological 
changes rather than plastic-speci�c ones, further highlighting that conversations 
around plastic ultimately also lead to conversations around sustainability and 
environmentalism. Their responses reiterate that these workshops can facilitate 
either increased motivation to act or increased thought in participants.  
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Conclusion
The results of this workshop demonstrate that an understanding of the persistent 
afterlives of plastic was successfully facilitated through the nature of the prompts 
and workshop. This was attributed mainly to questions of time, which 
challenged the immediate worldviews of participants and led them to adopt 
nonhuman understandings of time.

What is interesting about this particular workshop is that unlike the previous 
Trial Workshop, not all participants perceived themselves as ecologically 
minded—one participant re�ected during discussion that they were currently  
at the “�rst step” of ecological behaviour and that they had “only” bought a 
KeepCup the previous year. This illustrates that the collaborative and 
conversational design of the workshop can facilitate an awareness in participants 
about their own behaviours by bringing to light how others behave. It also 
reveals a potential third persona type amongst participants; the ‘Cautious’.  
Once again, Stoknes’ measure of social attitudes is referred to in the naming  
and classi�cation of this participant type:

The Cautious   These individuals think plastic “is a problem, but are not 
certain. They have given some thought to the issue, but 
not extensively. They don’t view it as a personal threat, 
and don’t feel a sense of urgency to do much about it. 
Other concerns get a higher priority” (Stoknes, 2015, p. 58).

This is distinctly di¤erent to the values of the other participants in this workshop, 
who best align with personas of ‘Concerned’ and ‘Changemaker’. 

Conclusion of ‘What Now?’
All participants from the What Now? workshops were shifted in some way—
with their responses highlighting either a motivation to change actions or an 
increased motivation to think through topics of waste and consumption. This 
demonstrates that the workshop facilitated individual and personal change in 
participants. This workshop was therefore successful in its aim of bringing the 
longevity of plastic into the consciousness of participants through custodianship 
and nonhuman storytelling. The di¤erence of results between participants of the 
Trial and Final Workshops, however, suggests that the design of these workshops 
had a di¤erent impact on each individual. 
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While the results of Stories from the Afterlife suggested that somewhat 
ecologically aware (Concerned)—but not too ecologically minded 
(Changemakers)—participants were most impacted by its designs, the same 
cannot be said for the participant most like the ‘Changemaker’ persona in  
What Now?. This ‘Changemaker’ participant—strongly ecologically minded  
and researching within the �eld of sustainability—was impacted by the 
workshop, unlike those with similar attributes in Stories from the Afterlife. 

The di¤erence between ‘Changemaker’ participants in each workshop may 
depend on how well-informed about the issue of plastic they perceive themselves 
to be. They can therefore be distinguished by how open-minded and willing they 
are to obtain di¤erent points of view. This is evidenced in the di¤erence in 
responses between ‘Changemaker’ participants; Stories from the Afterlife 
‘Changemaker’ participants stated that the workshop a�rmed their own views 
about plastic, while the What Now? ‘Changemaker’ participant stated that they 
learned new understandings from the workshop. This once again raises the 
question of whether the amount of knowledge one possesses about plastic can 
narrow their worldview and hinder their ability to explore di¤erent framings of 
the problem. The evidence of this disparity means that an adjustment to the 
participant personas is required:

The Close-minded Refers to those who are well-informed about the problem 
Changemaker   of plastic and “convinced what is happening is human-

caused, and feel it is a serious and urgent threat. The 
alarmed try to do something in their own lives and support 
aggressive national response” (Stoknes, 2015, p. 58). 
Individuals within this persona are researching or working 
within sustainable �elds, and believe they have an 
extensive understanding of the issue. The result of this is a 
di�culty to explore perspectives that are alternative to 
theirs.  

The Open-minded These participants are similarly well-informed and 
Changemaker    motivated as the ‘Changemakers’ above, and are 

researching/working within sustainable practices. The 
di¤erence is that unlike the more close-minded or ‘veteran’ 
changemakers, the ‘Open-minded Changemakers’ still 
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believe they have more to learn about the issue. They are 
thus open to both sharing and receiving other perspectives.  

The Concerned   Identi�es those who recognise plastic as a concern in their 
daily life and make small changes to their behaviours to 
contribute to the issue.  

The Cautious   Are aware about the issue of plastic, but not well-informed 
about the scope and speci�cs of it. They have undertaken 
little, if any, personal response to the issue, but are open to 
change.    

Of the four personas present during the workshops, it is the latter three which 
the workshops most e¤ectively impacted.
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Final Workshops

Part Four

A re�ection on workshop �ndings

Limitations
The workshops trialled in this research re�ect a small sample size of participants, 
and are therefore still largely inconclusive in their insights. The participants 
present at these workshops represent a particular demographic of individual—
while they di¤ered in age, educational background, gender and cultural identity, 
the participants had all completed an undergraduate degree recently (within 5 
years), or were undertaking Higher Degree Research. This commonality of a 
university education implies that the workshops were biased towards particular 
participants. 

The di¤erence in results and impact amongst participants also highlighted the 
limitations of these workshops in a¤ecting certain types of participants. In 
previous conclusions, particular ecological mindsets were identi�ed which the 
workshops impacted most; the ‘Cautious’, the ‘Concerned’ and the ‘Open-
minded Changemaker’. While this begins to demonstrate the scope of 
participants that these workshops can e¤ectively impact change within and is 
something to consider in the recruitment of future participants, this is only a 
precursory understanding of the factors that can in�uence participant responses 
to the workshops. Testing these workshops with a broader range of participants 
would clarify these factors further.  

Workshop conclusion and future considerations for this research
These workshops highlight that participatory design can be used to facilitate 
speculative storytelling and conversation about the persistent existence of 
plastic, which can shift consumer perceptions of plastic’s disposability. This 
con�rms that my methods of experimentation and story generation—which  
were translated into workshop prompts—are suitable for generating 
understandings of the longevity of plastic waste for some consumers. It also 
con�rms that thinking through the lifespan of plastic can stimulate ecological 
re�ection in them. Most notably, it was the conversational structure of these 

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS
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workshops which allowed many of the participants to give voice to these ideas 
and concerns, and to share them in a mutual ecological discussion about deep 
time longevity. 

This highlights potential for these workshops to be repeated with di¤erent and 
wider groups of participants, and suggests a path forwards should this research 
be continued in the future. In their ability to facilitate nonhuman story 
generation and a consideration of the deeper timelines of plastic in some 
participants, these workshops also make arguments that participatory design 
workshops can execute and disseminate the theories of Bennett, Tsing, 
Colebrook and Stoknes.
 
Further clari�cation, however, is needed on whether the outcomes of a workshop 
depend on the professional background of the participants, and whether having 
more knowledge about plastic can limit the ability to adopt alternative 
perceptions and worldviews. Including more demographics of participants will 
better de�ne the personas that the workshops best speak to, and will give better 
indication of the impacts of the workshops. This is something to consider for 
future workshops. 

The majority of participants also exhibited a distinct lack of connection to the 
plastic—no one was particularly excited at the prospect of custodianship. Future 
workshops could consider changing how participants are introduced to the 
plastic—is it possible to get people to search for and bring in their own piece of 
collected plastic? Will this inspire further ownership? From this, it is clear that 
there is still more to consider with these workshops, and more experimentation 
to be done in the future. A wide circulation and dissemination of these 
workshops—like Wertheim and Wertheim’s Crochet Coral Reef project (2015)—
would assist in clarifying the workshop designs. It would also assist with 
continuing to build on the seeds of change begun with these workshops.  

HOME EXPERIMENTS FINAL WORKSHOPS

Part Three
‘What Now?’ results
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End of interactive pdf

Conclusion

The design experiments in this chapter collectively demonstrate how the warped 
plastics were translated into stories that visualised the longevity of plastic waste. 
The results and �ndings of this process revealed that design practice shifted my 
own perceptions about the afterlives of plastic waste, and illuminated processes 
and methods for making these ideas tangible to other consumers. Speci�cally, this 
process of experimentation generatively shaped the use of anthropomorphism, 
speculative storytelling, custodianship and explorations of time as methods to 
achieve this. 

From Approach One, processes of handling, observation and description were 
revealed to make the lively characteristics of the warped plastics evident. This 
exposure to these hidden landscapes and worlds shifted my own perceptions  
of plastic waste to realise just how entangled they were. This highlighted that 
practices of handling were vital in forming new and de-centred understandings 
of plastic as a material. While the more aesthetic and fact-based interpretations 
of this approach proved limited in their ability to evoke shifts in perception, their 
processes equipped me with the ability to see these plastics as lively materials. 

The experiments of Approach Two—which began adding layers of meaning to 
these plastics outside of their aesthetic image—highlighted methods for creating 
scenarios around the warped plastics. The experiments of Approach Three 
articulated these methods through stories, and illuminated that anthropomorphic 
and speculative storytelling can provide access to nonhuman ways of seeing. This 
made the stretching longevity of plastic visible and tangible. It was particularly 
the use of fragmented storytelling, which helped to build towards ideas of deep 
and nonhuman time, that assisted with this visualisation. This resulted in an 
ability to personally ‘see’ the longevity of plastic waste outside of my own lifespan; 
of a recognition of other nonhuman timelines. Thinking through concepts of 
custodianship and deep time further reiterated the unsettling length of time that 
plastic waste can persist for. It was thus this combination of anthropomorphism, 
custodianship and future storytelling about plastic which made the deep time 
longevity of plastic tangible for me.  

3.2



209The Design Outcome3.

The participatory design workshops outlined in this chapter prove that these 
stories of time and custodianship—and the processes for their generation—can 
connect some participants to see the continued persistence of plastic waste when 
translated into prompts. Prompts asking participants to observe and interact with 
the warped plastic artefacts facilitated responses of intrigue, enchantment and 
disgust—and stimulated consideration of their materiality. Prompting questions 
of time that traced the past and future of these warped plastics also demonstrated 
a shift in some participants to consider the plastic as ‘lively’, as they too began 
generating stories from the perspective of their plastic. It was particularly 
questions of time and deep time, however, that proved most impactful, as asking 
participants to follow their plastic 100 and 1,000 years into the future resulted in 
exasperation, anxiety, avoidance and existential reactions from participants. This 
proves that using analogous time-based storytelling—comparing the life of plastic 
waste to human lifespans—communicated the longevity of plastic in ways that 
made participants more aware of durations of time outside of their own lifespans. 
It was these prompts about time which stimulated participants to discuss and 
acknowledge the deep time rami�cations of plastic waste—facilitating the 
understanding that plastic waste never disappears, but redistributes into other 
forms. The workshops therefore gave participants access to nonhuman concepts 
of time, and in turn increased ecological thought and motivation in most 
participants. The participatory design workshops hence a�rmed my process of 
story generation with other consumers as participants. It became clear that 
participatory design workshops are successful methods for encouraging nonhuman 
and ecological ideas and concepts in particular participants. 

Overall, the experiments in this chapter demonstrate that design-making 
illuminated, articulated and re�ned methods for translating the warped plastics 
into stories—speci�cally, into stories that visualised the deep time longevity of 
plastic in speculative and thought-provoking ways. The Research through  
Design methodology I engaged in these explorations proved invaluable. This 
design research process particularly allowed for new interpretations and deeper 
understandings of Bennett’s ‘vibrant matter’ (2010) to develop, leading to 
hypotheses that plastic can exist and experience through time. This also allowed 
for the formation of speci�c questions in this research regarding how to comm-
unicate time and how to access these concepts. As a collective, these experiments 
support Lambert and Speed’s arguments that “‘the doing’ (the process) seemingly 
yields more new knowledge and insight than ‘the done’ (the outcome)” (2017, p. 
105).
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This research began with a desire to inspire ecological understandings of what 
plastic is and does within consumers by communicating and demonstrating the 
longevity of plastic waste. It particularly questioned how I, as a designer, could 
achieve this, and how utilising my designerly knowledge and ways of communicating 
could facilitate these changes. The research in this thesis o�ered a speci�c path 
for exploring and enacting these changes—with both design methods and warped 
plastics at its core. It explored through processes of design research how the 
warped waste plastics collected from Eco Barge could be used to challenge and 
disrupt understandings of plastic as disposable, and provided evidence that plastic 
waste continues to exist even after disposal. The warped forms of these plastics 
were used to reframe consumer understandings and relationships to plastic, and 
o�ered new ways of seeing plastic; ones that highlighted plastic as an adaptive 
and reactive material, as opposed to staid consumer objects that disappear once 
disposed of. 

It was the combination of scholarly theory and creative precedents drawn upon 
in this research—explored and executed through a Research through Design 
methodology—that illuminated how to approach communicating these warped 
plastics in order to achieve these new understandings. Speci�cally, the writings 
of Bennett, Colebrook and Tsing opened up interpretations and framings of the 
warped plastics as ‘lively’ (Bennett, 2010), more-than-human (Colebrook, 2013) 
and ‘entangled’ (Tsing, 2015), and highlighted that the material warping of these 
plastics was a result of how they existed in post-disposal spaces. This opened up 
wider considerations of how plastic waste exists outside of humans, and this 
nonhuman worldview made it possible to recognise and be aware of just how long 
plastic waste can persist for. It introduced notions that plastic waste can continue 
to exist beyond humans and human lifespans. 

The design experiments in this thesis explored and articulated these concepts by 
translating the warped plastics into stories that re�ected these interpretations. 
Referring to the photographic approaches of Jazvac, Jordan and Barker, these 
experiments initially used photography as a method for demonstrating and 
communicating the liveliness of plastic waste through depictions of their warped 
materiality (Approach One: Photographic Stories). This approach used the raw 
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‘image’ of these plastics, and the way they exist in their material warping, to 
represent the slow and nonhuman timelines that plastic operates at. It assumed 
that this would naturally facilitate concern and ecological responsibility once 
disseminated to consumers. These photographic experiments, however, revealed 
that the visual ‘image’ of these plastics is somewhat limiting, and do not guarantee 
automatic shifts towards ecological thought. The warped forms of these plastics 
had limited shock value and ability to captivate before they became familiar and 
desensitised once more. While these experiments were not e�ective in execution, 
what was learned from this was that it was processes of close engagement with 
the plastics—of handling, observing and describing them—that shifted my own 
perspectives; they made me realise the abundance of their materiality, which 
reiterated and strengthened this idea of their material liveliness (Bennett, 2010) 
and entanglement (Tsing, 2015). This highlighted that engaging and interacting 
with the plastics is a vital activity for beginning to shift perceptions about plastic. 

What I found from these initial experiments was that an additional lens and 
interpretation of these warped plastics—outside of just aesthetic representations—
had to be incorporated to more strongly facilitate and guide consumers towards 
ecological re�ection speci�cally. Drawing on the nonhuman storytelling arguments 
of Colebrook, Nixon, Stoknes and Tsing, the experiments in Approach Three: 
Speculative Stories began to illuminate successful lenses for making this longevity 
tangible. It was particularly the generation of stories centred around framings of 
plastic as anthropomorphic, and stories which traced the futures of these plastics 
through deep time, that shifted my gaze to recognise the deep timelines of plastic. 
Stories that attributed custodianship of these plastics to me also allowed me  
to visualise and realise how my personal decisions with them can impact on a 
wider and nonhuman scale. What I also found was that methods of fragmented 
storytelling—considering the future of plastic through a slow accumulation of 
years—provided the ability to conceptualise these nonhuman spans of time, and 
further reiterated that plastic waste never just disappears. These anthropomorphic, 
time-based, nonhuman, fragmented and speculative stories provided a way to 
articulate, access and tangibly understand the longevity of plastic, and highlighted 
that these lenses can be used to connect consumers to tangibly recognise and 
visualise the longevity and multi-generational lifespan of plastic. From this  
process of story generation, what I realised was that it is the act of generating 
and exploring these stories that provided the ability to visualise these nonhuman 
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plastic realities. Consumers themselves need to generate their own stories about 
the nonhuman longevity of plastic—rather than simply view and read them—for 
these realisations to be stimulated in them. 
 
The participatory design workshops engaged in this research—Stories from the 
Afterlife and What Now?—tested whether my process of experimentation was 
able to generate conversation and shift perceptions. This was done by creating 
prompts for activities of observing and describing the plastics, activities of forming 
time-based and fragmented stories through nonhuman and anthropomorphic 
lenses, and activities which gave participants custodianship of a warped plastic. 
These workshops began to con�rm that the appearances of the warped plastics 
can engage and facilitate a receptiveness in some participants to think through 
and talk about plastic further. Their reactions to these warped plastics, however, 
also con�rmed my earlier realisations in this research that these warped plastics 
do not facilitate shifts toward understandings of the longevity of plastic speci�cally. 
This further highlighted that purely presenting the image of these warped plastics 
are not enough to encourage shifts in perception, and a�rms the role of my earlier 
photographic experiments as exploratory processes for ways of seeing the plastics, 
rather than �nalised outcomes. 

The results from these workshops revealed that questions of time were particularly 
successful in challenging the immediate worldviews of participants, and helped 
to visualise the nonhuman longevity of plastic for some of these participants. 
These prompts stimulated some participants to tangibly consider and discuss the 
deep time rami�cations of plastic waste, and facilitated understandings that  
plastic waste never disappears, but redistributes into other forms. The workshops 
therefore gave participants access to nonhuman concepts of time, and in turn 
increased ecological responsibility and motivation in participants. Lenses of 
custodianship were also successful, but more so in the What Now? workshops, 
where custodianship without escape forced participants to realise that plastic 
continues to exist even after their deaths. This shifted them to personally realise 
the longevity of plastic. 

The collaborative and conversational design of these workshops also assisted in 
facilitating an awareness in participants about their own behaviours by bringing 
to light how others behave with plastics. Collaborative conversation allowed 
participants to articulate and share through conversation concerns and realisations 
about the deep time longevity of plastic waste. Prompting participants to form 
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their own stories and opinions thus equipped them with the language and mindset 
to personally grasp these abstract and nonhuman concepts. Generative story-
telling allowed for any resulting realisations to �t within the idiosyncratic world 
of each participant and left room for them to decide how and what changes might 
�t within their particular situation. This was evidenced in the responses of 
participants who were impacted by these workshops, who stated either an 
increased motivation to change or increased thought about their consumption 
habits. These shifts, however, sometimes referred to general ecological changes 
rather than plastic-speci�c ones, and this reiterated how conversations around 
plastic are ultimately tied to sustainability and environmentalism in general.  
By translating my methods of experimentation and story generation about the 
warped plastics into workshops, I found they can be e�ective in facilitating 
understandings of the longevity of plastic waste in particular participants, and 
can lead to a sense of ecological responsibility in participants. 

What was highlighted through the numerous trials of these workshops was that 
these workshops are repeatable and can continue to be applied to shift change 
for a range of consumers in the future. The mixed responses of participants to 
these workshops, however, suggests that the workshops do not a�ect participants 
universally or in the same way. There are particular types of individuals that the 
workshop may speak best to, which may be determined by pre-existing ecological 
awareness and expertise with plastic research. 

Collectively, these experiments and workshops demonstrate a particular practice 
for shifting consumer perceptions of plastic as disposable, and for encouraging 
ecological responsibility. In answer to my research question—which asked what 
stories can be drawn out from the warped plastics and how those stories can be 
disseminated to achieve ecological shifts in consumers—this research o�ers this 
collective process of trial and error, driven by theory, as a way of illuminating 
paths for change. The outcome of this inquiry—which collates, documents and 
presents my processes of experimentation and workshop facilitation as an online 
portfolio of experiments—illuminates how anthropomorphic, time-based and 
speculative stories can provide access to nonhuman concepts of time, and can 
provide a path for exploring and visualising the longevity of plastic waste. This 
portfolio demonstrates that the warped plastics from Eco Barge provided a point 
of access, and frame of reference, for articulating these visions. In translating 
these warped plastics into stories, these plastics successfully comment on plastic 
waste on a larger scale, and prompt re�ection about our relationship to plastic in 
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general. These experiments highlight the role of storytelling and story generation 
in shifting perceptions—in their ability to provide glimpses to and introduce 
nonhuman worldviews. This can make consideration of the wider impacts of our 
consumption a little more accessible, common and accepted. 

Overall, this portfolio demonstrates that the warped plastics from Eco Barge can 
be used to begin understanding, at a small scale, how to approach changemaking 
around plastic. It highlights the form of participatory design workshops as a 
potential method for collaboratively facilitating tangible understandings of the 
longevity of plastic with other consumers, and as a form of research that can be 
continued in the future. Particularly, this portfolio demonstrates how to enact, 
respond to and communicate the literature of Bennett, Colebrook, Nixon, Stoknes 
and Tsing.

This portfolio serves as an invitation for others to explore and think through  
the processes engaged in this research. Creating a digital resource such as this 
contributes to existing �elds of grassroots changemaking practices and adds to 
knowledge around how to work with consumers and their perceptions to become 
more ecologically responsible. This portfolio encourages continued exploration 
and story generation about plastic, and o�ers suggested methods for others to 
trace and follow the afterlives of plastic waste. This portfolio, however, is by no 
means complete, and reiterates how di�cult it is to reach and access wider-than-
human understandings of plastic. It illuminates how tenuous this frame of mind 
is—always shifting and never fully graspable without the aid of stories and 
reference points. This portfolio seeks to plant the seed to begin this process in 
others, and in doing so, it is my hope that the readers of this thesis, and viewers 
of this portfolio, are also in some way transformed by its content—shifted to 
think, consider and explore their own understandings of the longevity of plastic 
waste. It is vital, then, that this research is circulated widely, and this is a process 
that has already begun, with a small part of this research published in issue one 
of AG23 magazine (Wong, 2020). This, however, is only the beginning, with the 
future of this project lying in its continued publishing, circulation and sharing. 
To continue building on the conversations brought forth by this work and the 
workshops, I will particularly look towards opportunities to run these workshops 
again. I look for opportunities to pass these methods of changemaking forwards, 
to cultural institutions, not-for-pro�t organisations and environmental groups, 
so that this model of storytelling can move beyond me as a single human being 
and exist at a much larger and grassroots scale.



Appendix 

   WORKSHOP 
VISUALISATION 

PROCESS



217Appendix

A record of reactions 
to warped plastics 
Displayed by participants of the ‘Stories from the Afterlife’ and ‘What Now?’ workshops

Love

Beautiful

Incredible

Amazing

Pretty

Like

Cool

Interesting

Weird

Crazy

Insane

Gross

Don’t like

Hate

Soulless piece 
of garbage

Love
Hate

Figure A1
Draft visualisation of participant reactions sorted by response.
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A record of reactions to warped plastics 
Displayed by participants of the ‘Stories from the Afterlife’ and ‘What Now?’ workshops

From love to hate: Love, Beautiful, Incredible, Amazing, Pretty, Like,, Cool, Interesting, Weird, Crazy, 
Insane, Gross, Don’t like, Hate, Soulless piece of garbage

= Frequency of mention

Love Hate

Positive
Negative

Figure A2
Draft mapping of participant responses on a spectrum of positive/negative, love/hate.
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A record of reactions to warped plastics 
Displayed by participants of the ‘Stories from the Afterlife’ and ‘What Now?’ workshops

Mentions -- [ 5 ]7. Cool

“This is a really cool piece of art, I’m 
  going to hang it up in my house.”
Participant 3 of ‘What Now?’ trial workshop

“Cool.”
Participant 3 of ‘Stories from the Afterlife’ 
workshop

“I’d probably wash it �rst, frame it, it would be a cool piece.”
Participant 1 of ‘Stories from the Afterlife’ trial workshop #1

“Yeah, that’s actually quite cool.” 
Participant 3 of ‘Stories from the Afterlife’ trial workshop #2

“Yeah it’s really cool how it’s really thick on this side and then it’s 
  like really thin.” 
Participant 5 of ‘Stories from the Afterlife’ trial workshop #2

Figure A3
Visualisation experimenting with presenting participant reactions in poster format.
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Observed during the What Now? workshops

WORKSHOP PROMPTS

Trial

Final

BRAINSTORMING PLANNING FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS

BEAUTIFUL INSANE

WORKSHOP END

INTERESTING

AMAZING PRETTY

BEAUTIFUL

WEIRD

BEAUTIFUL

COOL

INCREDIBLE

PLASTIC
INTERACTION

#2

A record of when participants reacted to warped plastics 

A record of when participants reacted to warped plastics 

Observed during the Stories from the Afterlife workshops

#1

Trial 
#1

Trial 
#2

Final

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.

WORKSHOP PROMPTS

GROSS COOL

WORKSHOP END

HATE HATE

DON’T LIKE

SOULLESS PIECE 
OF GARBAGE

COOL INSANE

INTERESTING

INTERESTINGLIKE

CRAZY

LOVE

COOL

INTERESTING

INTERESTING

INTERESTING

Figure A4
Mapping of when participants reacted to the warped plastics.
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From LOVE to HATE, and 
everything IN BETWEEN 
Participant reactions to warped plastics

Hate

In between

Love

= Frequency of mention

love love love love love love love love love love love love love love love love love love lo
utiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful bea beautiful beautiful b 
beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful be
ul beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful
autiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beatiful beautiful beaut
beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful be 
eautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful bea
beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful be
ful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautiful beautifu
incredible incredible incredible incredible incredible incredible incredible incredible incr
zing amazing amazing amazing amazing amazing amazing amazing amazing amazing ama 
pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty
ty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pretty pre
like like like like like like like like like like like like like like like like like like like like like li 
cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool
ool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool
l cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool coo
cool cool cool cool cool cool cool coolcool  cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool
ol cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool cool co
ing interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting inter
interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesti
teresting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting
interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesting interesti
eird weird weird weird weird weird weird weird weird weird weird weird weird weird w
zy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy crazy c
ne insane insane insane insane insane insane insane insane insane insane insane insane in
oss gross gross gross gross gross gross gross gross gross gross gross gross gross gross gros 
n’t like don’t like don’t like don’t like don’t like don’t like don’t like don’t like don’t like d
ate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate h 
hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate e 
hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hat
soulless piece of garbage soulless piece of garbage  soulless piece of garbage soulless piec   

‘Stories from the Afterlife’ and ‘What Now?’ workshop observations

Figure A5
Text visualisation of participant reactions.
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From LOVE to HATE, and 
everything IN BETWEEN 
Participant reactions to warped plastics

“love”
“beautiful”
“incredible”
“amazing”
“pretty”
“like”
“cool”

Hate

In between

Love

= Frequency of mention

‘Stories from the Afterlife’ and ‘What Now?’ workshop observations

Positive responses
[ From centre outwards ]

“interesting”
“weird”

In between responses

“crazy”
“insane”
“gross”
“don’t like”
“hate”
“soulless piece of garbage”

Negative responses

Figure A6
Playing with forms of representation for participant responses.
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Participant reactions 
to warped plastics 
Sorted by discipline

‘Stories from the Afterlife’ and ‘What Now?’ workshop observations

MATHEMATICS

ENGINEERING

ARCHITECTURE

COMMUNICATION

BUSINESS

SCIENCE

ECOLOGY

ECOLOGY

LOVE

BEAUTIFUL

INCREDIBLE

AMAZING

PRETTY

LIKE

COOL

INTERESTING

WEIRD

CRAZY

INSANE

GROSS

DON’T LIKE

HATE

SOULLESS PIECE
OF GARBAGE

BUSINESS/
SCIENCE

MEDICAL
SCIENCE

INTERIOR
ARCHITECTURE

VISUAL
COMMUNICATION

VISUAL
COMMUNICATION

VISUAL
COMMUNICATION

VISUAL
COMMUNICATION

VISUAL
COMMUNICATION

= Frequency of mention per discipline

Love Hate

Figure A7
Participant reactions sorted by the professional discipline of participants.
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