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Abstract
Dirt is taking on a new character in the twenty-first century.  It is becom-

ing a thing of art, a thing represented by and representative of humanity.  
This article reviews some of the important theories in the growing body of 
work on garbage to discuss the implications of Patricia Yaeger’s argument in  
PMLA that “postmodern detritus has unexpectedly taken on the sublimity  
that was once associated with nature.”  The article begins by offering a distinc- 
tion between cli-fi and sci-cli-fi and argues throughout that the latter produces  
an affect of detachment that runs very much counter to any sense of activist 
engagement and that it does so primarily through its production of sublime 
objects.  The waste that has become such an integral component of the An-
thropocene is sublime and incomprehensible in its enormity, and the result 
is paralyzing.
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Climate change fiction (what Taiwan-based journalist Dan Bloom has 
termed “cli-fi”), on the one hand, and what we might properly call “sci-cli-fi” 
on the other are categorically different, the latter, without exception, exploring 
climate change issues from a sci-fi perspective rooted in the future (texts such as  
Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl, Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake trilogy, 
and so on), the former more properly designating narratives rooted in the present  
or near future and describing largely existing technologies (texts such as Ian McEwan’s  
Solar, Nathaniel Rich’s Odds Against Tomorrow, and Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight 
Behavior).  Granted, this generic delineation between cli-fi and sci-cli-fi is by no  
means hard-and-fast, and it would be difficult, to properly place many novels (Saci  
Lloyd’s Carbon Diaries and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, to name but two), re-
cognizing this generic categorization allows for investigations about some of the  
important narrative differences between present-based and futurebased narratives.   
Broadly speaking, it seems also reasonable to suggest that cli-fi (rooted in the pre- 
sent) and sci-cli-fi (rooted in the future) offer “before and after” pictures of the 
impending catastrophes that we currently envision in so much of our current eco- 
media.  I want to propose here that the distancing effect even of the best of sci-cli-fi,  
produces an effect of detachment that runs very much counter to any sense of ac- 
tivist engagement and that it does so primarily through its production of sublime 
objects.

At the outset, however, I would like to be clear that recognizing the dis-
tancing and detachment of sci-cli-fi does not mean arguing against the idea that 
“environmental narratives invite us to care for human and nonhuman others 
who are put at risk” (Weik von Mossner, Affective Ecologies Backflap).  Indeed, it 
is reasonable to maintain, as Weik von Mossner does, that

in young adult dystopian writing, narrative elements that cue negative emotions such 
as fear and anger are deliberately combined with elements that evoke more positive 
emotions such as curiosity, fascination, and excitement in order to make the reading 
palpable for young readers and to not extinguish their hope for a better future.  (Weik 
von Mossner 554)

But it works in the opposite direction also, and the question for us is in de-
termining which is more powerful: the good work sci-cli-fi does or the bad.  The 
imagery alone is enough to show that these novels are not happy narratives of a 
joyful future where everything works in an Avatar-esque harmony, with people 
dancing around a carbon-neutral campfire singing kumbaya, where conflict and  
strife and competition are miraculously no longer part of the life-cycles and 
ecologies that have defined so much of biotic history on this planet.

Among the things central to these ecologies are waste and rot, which are 
also central to sci-cli-fi.  Indeed, the Anthropocene is all about waste.  No waste, 
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no Anthropocene.  No accumulations of radioactive isotopes, or of carbon, or of  
chlorine would mean that the kind and degree of problems we face today would 
be much less.  But the ways in which dirt is represented poses a number of phi-
losophical issues.  Dirt is taking on a new character in the twenty-first century.  
It is becoming a thing of art, a thing represented by and representative of humanity.

Of course, we have a pollution problem, and although other species pollute,  
to be sure, these species do it without the kind of awareness, and certainly not within  
the same tragic1 scale that we do.  So, what happens when garbage and environ-
ment become fused in our thinking, when our perception of the natural environ- 
ment pivots on a Kantian sublime object that fuses repulsions with our attractions?   
What happens when our alienation from the horrors of the present become so con- 
centrated that these horrors become an aesthetic object?  More than eighty years ago,  
Walter Benjamin was wondering in the same direction: “Mankind, which in Homer’s  
time was an object of contemplation for the Olympian gods, is now one for itself.   
Its self-alienation has reached such a degree that it can experience its own destruc- 
tion as aesthetic pleasure of the first order” (242).  Indeed, though well-articulated  
by Benjamin, these questions neither begin nor end in Benjamin’s time.  We have an  
enduring fascination with the possibilities of our own tragic demise.

In the late sixties, contributing to public awareness had do with
raising consciousness about our capacities to destroy ourselves
through nuclear war.  In this figure, we see Charlton Heston in

a post-apocalyptic New York from the 1968 classic 
Planet of the Apes.  The pathos is palpable.

1	I mean “tragic” here in the sense of the fall of a hero from a high place to a low one as a result of 
some internal flaw.  When we fall, it will be because of our insatiable appetites.



6	 Tamkang Review 47.2 (June 2017)

The horror isn’t simply that garbage has become a sublime object of contem- 
plation for a generation on the brink of (and aware of being on that brink) losing  
everything: crucial here is the fact that garbage has agency.  When Susan Signe  
Morrison explains in The Literature of Waste: Material Ecopoetics and Ethical Matter,  
that “garbage and nature are both feared owing to their controllable and uncanny  
powers, [and that they] need to be put into place” (25), she is highlighting the fact 
that garbage is fashioned in a way that obliterates its agentic capacities and the  
material implications of those capacities—which is one of the reasons we shudder  

Now, contributing to public awareness has to do with raising 
consciousness about our abilities to destroy ourselves by changing
the climate.  In this figure, we see the familiar Statue of Liberty

in a similarly unfamiliar post-apocalyptic world in the 2004
The Day After Tomorrow.

Aftermath: Population Zero, like Planet of the Apes,
imagines a horrific future—this one without us, and all of
our familiar treasures crumble (screen shot from the movie,

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rPCBOXaymsY).
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at the capacities of the filth our own bodies produce, as Morrison explains.2

Garbage is worrying precisely because it manifests the unpredictable and 
potentially dangerous agency of a thing that we once controlled.  Stephanie Foote  
captures this well:

Garbage looks all used up, as though its story has already been fully told.  Once used up  
or discarded, any object—a broken radio, a Popsicle stick, a torn shirt—is just trash.  
Drained of value, it seems to be at the end of once-complex, once luxuriantly prolif-
erating narratives of pleasure or necessity.  (193)

Like the nature that Western societies imagined as divinely created for their 
pleasure or necessity but which turns out to have its own agency (unpredictable  
and potentially dangerous), garbage is that dangerous thing whose agency we want  
to keep away from ourselves, thrown away.  Yet, in an age of increasing environmental  
crises, “away” becomes a concept in need of reconsideration.  How we move forward  
through these crises will be determined by many factors.

The links between how we see garbage and how we see nature are important  
in determining how we will move forward in the future.  One of the earliest scholars  
to speak meaningfully on dirt was Mary Douglas.  In her monumental Purity and  
Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, Douglas contends that

There is no such thing as absolute dirt: it exists in the eye of the beholder.  If we shun  
dirt, it is not because of craven fear, still less dread or holy terror.  Nor do our ideas 
about disease account for the range of our behaviour in cleaning or avoiding dirt.  Dirt 
offends against order.  Eliminating it is not a negative movement, but a positive effort  
to organize the environment.  (12)

It is this ordering and erasure of the potential agency of dirt that, in its most  
frenetic and obsessive manifestations (hand sanitizers everywhere, contempt for 
natural bodily odours) points toward a radical fear of nature.  Dirt is dangerous, 
with a potential agency that threatens our own, indeed our very existence, and 
it is the association of dirt with nature that is the threat.  This relationship has a 
long history, but it is one that is changing.3

Dirt is taking on a new character in the twenty-first century.  It is becoming  
a thing of art, a thing represented by and representative of humanity.  It is the back- 
drop of movies and the subject of poetry.  Wall-E, a movie set hundreds of years 

2	Morrison’s book draws the discussions about garbage tightly to literature in expansive and detailed 
investigations.  This phenomenal book looks squarely at literary representations of waste in the Western  
(primarily English) canon with the explicit intention of revealing that “literature reflects the ways in which  
humans commonly perceive waste” (3), how waste has long been marked as “other,” and what some of the  
theoretical implications of this othering are in terms of environmental ethics.

3	This paragraph appears in slightly different form in my forthcoming “The Semiotics of Garbage, 
East and West: A Case Study of A. R. Ammons and Choi Sung-ho.”
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into the post-apocalyptic future has a junked up world as the setting.  Now aban-
doned to the machines and roaches that continue to clean it up, the earth is an  
enormous dump, and the humans (who apparently haven’t addressed the issues 
that caused this problem) are now morbidly obese and have been evacuated by 
the megacorporation Buy-N-Large to spaceship arks where they can enjoy lives of  
pure consumption (spectatorial and culinary).  We see quickly that the environment  
and the problems in it we have caused function as nothing more than a backdrop  
to the main story, which is a kind of bizarre boy (Wall-E) meets girl (Eve) love story,  
robotic and sanitized and without all of the exchanges of precious bodily fluids.  
The movie ranks first in Time magazine’s “Best Movie of the Decade” (see Rizvi, 
Works Cited), and considering its grim apocalypticism, it does nothing to moti-
vate changes in ethical relationships with our natural environment.  Nor, in fact, 
is it really the intent of the movie to do so.  But it does show two very important 
things: firstly, and shockingly, it shows that we are content to sit and watch all of  
this garbage and not take it seriously as anything but an unrealistic, dystopic vision;  
secondly, the appeal of Wall-E shows that this kind of thing is acceptable to us in  
a way that, say, vivisection or coprophagy might not be.  Garbage is an acceptable  
part of the artistic endeavor.

Parodying but exploiting epic romance scenes, Wall-E is a resolutely 
heterosexual adventure among sexless beings.

Indeed, the possibility that dirt is sublime is a new twist in our relationship 
with waste.  In an oft-cited PMLA “Editor’s Column” entitled “The Death of 
Nature and the Apotheosis of Trash; or, Rubbish Ecology,” the late Patricia Yaeger  
suggests that “postmodern detritus has unexpectedly taken on the sublimity that 
was once associated with nature” (327).  For Yaeger, one of the results is that

an old opposition between nature and culture has been displaced in postmodern art 
by a preoccupation with trash . . . .  If nature once represented the before (creating 
culture as child, product, or second nature) and if detritus represented the after (that 
which was marginalized, repressed, or tossed away), these representations have lost 
their appeal.  We are born into a detritus strewn world, and the nature that buffets us 
is never culture’s opposite.  (323)
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We have become spectators to the agencies and threats of our own shit and dirt,  
and as spectators we have become complicit with the threats those actions offer,  
the creation of blurred boundaries (such as of fact and fiction), and of the aesthe- 
ticization of apathy.  To borrow a comment from Zygmunt Bauman in Wasted Lives:  
Modernity and Its Outcasts, “[w]e dispose of leftovers in the most radical and effec-
tive way: we make them invisible by not looking and unthinkable by not think-
ing” (27).  The intensity of disruptions of order potential in waste are immense.   
Our very identities rest on what we exclude as “not us.”  Barbara Creed explains that  
“the body protects itself from bodily waste such as shit, blood, urine and pus by  
ejecting these things from the body just as it expels food that, for whatever reason,  
the subject finds loathsome” (Creed 9).  Civilization itself is created and preserved  
by keeping the waste away.  Codifications and divisions define urbanization and 
development, and waste is central to these codifications.4

For Yaeger, the artistic codifications of garbage are important and point toward  
a new ecology: rubbish ecology.  Yaeger asks, “If ecology has been defined as the study  
of organisms and their environments and has evolved to mean environmental pre- 
servation or conservation, then rubbish ecology can be defined as the act of saving  
and savoring debris” (329).  She goes on to explain that

While rubbish ecology and the aestheticization of trash may seem counterintuitive 
(and at times unethical in a world where brownfields and colossal dumps swallow the 
poor), artists and architects have embraced the globe’s junkyards as their own, often 
healing them in the process.  (335)

Indeed, garbage may be sublime, but having it so pushes in a direction quite  
opposite to activism, preservation, and conservation.

In the 2016 Waste Matters: New Perspectives on Food and Society, editors 
David Evans, Hugh Campbell, and Anne Murcott argue “that contemporary 
literature and film offer an insightful and timely response to . . . questions [about 
waste] through their formal and thematic revaluation of urban waste.  In their 
creation of a new urban imaginary which centres on discarded things, degraded 
places and devalued people, authors and artists . . . [reveal both] the utopian pro- 
mise and pragmatic limitations” (Evans, Campbell, and Murcott “Front Matter”)  
of the artist when it comes to waste policies.

4	In Rubbish! The Archaeology of Garbage, William Rathje and Cullen Murphy draw distinctions 
between trash, garbage, refuse, and rubbish: “Trash refers specifically to discards that are at least theo-
retically dry—newspapers, boxes, cans and so on.  Garbage technically refer to ‘wet’ discards—food 
remains, yard waste, and offal.  Refuse is a more inclusive term for both the wet discards and the dry.  
Rubbish is even more inclusive: It refers to all refuse plus construction and demolition debris” (9).  But 
whatever distinctions we may want to use, the general category under which all of these terms fall de-
fines civilization.
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Brian Thill, in Waste (Object Lessons), argues that waste is an object that has  
moved beyond its shelf-life and that all waste needs to be re-imagined–a topic that 
clearly is on the same tangent as the thinking of A. R. Ammons in his Garbage.   
For Ammons, “garbage has to be the poem of our time because/ garbage is spiri-
tual, believable enough/ to get our attention, getting in the way, piling/up, stink- 
ing, turning brooks brownish and/ creamy white” (8).  There is no mystery here, no  
dead thing at the bottom that divers are seeking to exhume from the filthy depths:  
no indeed.  For Ammons, garbage is a semiotics of hope, of re-making, of the pos-
sibilities of language, recombination, and new life.  Ammons stresses again and  
again the importance of words:

a waste of words, a flattened-down, smoothed over mesa of styrofoam verbiage; since 
words were introduced here things have gone poorly for the planet: it’s been between 
words and rivers, surface-mining words and hilltops, cuneiform records in priestly 
piles; between clay tablets and irrigated fields: papyrus in sheets; vellum in Alexandria;  
hundreds of temples to type and, now, networks of words intricate as the realities 
they represent.  (74)

Words, like garbage, are human products, not to be wasted.  To see Garbage:  
A Poem as simply being about writing poetry, however, both trivializes the redemp- 
tion of garbage that this long poem attempts and the meaning of that redemption  
within the history out of which the poem grows.  This indeed is a poem about gar-
bage and about the importance of redeeming it, of reconceptualizing it, of seeing  
it on the same level that we see one of the most prized accomplishments of human  
civilization: language itself.

Part of this re-imagining concerns economic class.  The Open University 
recently published a Kindle book (March 2016) primarily focused on “household 
income and how waste composition changes over time with increasing wealth” 
(The Open University, see Works Cited) in China.  Certainly not limited to dis-
cussions about food and covering everything from e-waste to illegal dumping, 
this volume is a storehouse of valuable information and data–not always easy to  
get in China.  Another recent work helping to understand changes in the semiotics  
of garbage is Susan Strasser’s Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash, which 
looks at the changing history of disposability in the US.

Perhaps not surprisingly, much of the research into waste has been centered  
on food waste.  While there are–surprisingly–a great many monographs on this topic,  
a brief description of a couple of the most salient ones seems in order.  Tristam Stuart’s  
Waste: Uncovering the Global Food Scandal (2009) discusses the issue in terms of 
over-production and storage issues—namely, that too much food is produced in 
fully developed countries and simply cannot be adequately stored or transported.   
Among developing countries such as Pakistan, Stuart maintains that harvesting 
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and cultivation are the big problems and that simply growing more food is not the  
answer (especially if it cannot be harvested).  Jonathan Bloom’s American Wasteland:  
How America Throws Away Nearly Half of Its Food (and What We Can Do About It)  
describes poignantly how since the Depression, “we have trained ourselves to regard  
food as a symbol of American plenty that should be available at all seasons and times,  
and in dizzying quantities” (Publishers Weekly review, backflap).5

We are increasingly becoming Wall-E’s tubs of indolence sitting
watching the world, too fat to do anything else.

Even though a novel such as Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl might raise  
questions about what exactly happened to produce the waste and rot and decay 
that drives the narrative, it does so in a way that fragments the tragedy of loss  
rather than offering possibilities for engagement with the crises that create this loss.   
In this sense, The Windup Girl and the film The Age of Stupid are similar.  Neither  
question our participation in toxic lifestyles, our enmeshment with matters of death,  
pain, and suffering.  The Age of Stupid offers a vision of the world from 2055 looking  
back and trying to explain what happened, but there is little positive here—no 
additional technologies to speak of or matters to be factored in.  Basically it is a 
story of loss.  Set in 23rd century Thailand, The Windup Girl posits a lot.  Both are  
chilling, but The Windup Girl is more so in its fictionality, and the effect of the 
narrative it tells is very different from the reportage style of The Age of Stupid.

The Windup Girl takes pollution and garbage to a whole new level.  The novel  
posits genetic material itself as having become a plaything of technology (perhaps  
a logical trajectory of where humanity currently is in terms of genetic technologies),  
and, as with all forms of production, these technologies produce waste, pollution,  
misfires.  Mostly only one step (and barely one step) ahead of lethal viruses, the novel  
echoes our own situation where we are barely ahead of super-bugs, things such as 

5	This and the previous two paragraphs appear in slightly different form in my article “The Semiotics  
of Garbage” (122-3; 125-6).
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avian flu, mad cow disease, and so on.  This novel relentlessly presents visions of 
the monstrous offspring of current global food monopolies, corporate greed, and 
food imperialism.  It raises questions with which we are familiar but which we 
have not sufficiently answered.  It raises questions about the politics of genetically  
modified foods.  It raises questions about the health implications of such foods.  
It raises questions about fake information (lies) and business ethics that trump 
everything else.  It raises questions about the cultural and, indeed, global im-
plications of GMO foods and about what happens to cultural authenticity in 
the broad wake produced by this massive, creaky ship.  It raises questions about 
what is good for and what is bad for the environment and what good and bad 
even mean.  And it raises questions about trust.

Ironically, the novel posits a trust in the very past that produced the problems,  
a trust in the things lost—such as genetic and food diversity.  Yet, if it is the 
past that has posed the problems, it is also the past that may hold the solutions.  
Such is a truism that we hold in our contemporary world—hence, the hope and  
trust (and investment) in the Svalbard Global Seed Vault.6  Anderson Lake (one 
of the main characters of The Windup Girl) is the link to the past, and he is often  
bringing back extinct fruits and vegetables (an idea familiar to most readers, perhaps,  
through the blockbuster movie Jurassic Park, in which long extinct dinosaurs are  
brought back to life using viable DNA that has been preserved for eons).

Anderson almost laughs with pleasure.  Not a single one of these furry fruits  
should exist; he might as well be hefting a sack of trilobites.  If his guess about 
the ngaw’s origin is correct, it represents a return from extinction as shocking as 
if a Tyrannosaurus were stalking down Thanon Sukhumvit.  But then, the same 
is true of the potatoes and tomatoes and chilies that fill the market, all piled in 
such splendid abundance, an array of fecund nightshades that no one has seen in  
generations.  In this drowning city, all things seem possible.  Fruits and vegetables  
return from the grave, extinct flowers blossom on the avenues, and behind it all, 
the Environment Ministry works magic with the genetic material of generations 
lost” (4).

Hardly a picture of cornucopia and abundance—or hope.  It is a hopeful 
proposition that scientists can use viable DNA to resuscitate extinct species, but 
this is a book that does not leave it at that.  Repeatedly, this novel speaks to the 
matter of genetic compulsions, of “stutter-stop flash-bulb strange” (40) Emiko 
and the way she is a slave to her genes, the way “her body betrays her” (43).

6	The Svaldbard Global Seed Vault is a massive collection of seeds in a vault located on a remote arctic  
Norwegian island.  It is intended to safeguard the genetic diversity of our food sources.  At least part of 
the thinking here is that the diversity of seeds may hold answers to problems we will face in the future.
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The Windup Girl is certainly not alone among Anthropocene fiction in its focus  
on genetic determinism and the subsequent inevitability of our having arrived at 
the problems we currently face.  Ian McEwan’s Solar brilliantly gets to the issue:

To suggest the possibility of genetic influence, genetic difference, of an evolutionary past  
bearing down in some degree on cognition, on men and women, on culture, was to some  
minds like entering a camp and volunteering to work with Dr. Mengele.  (166)

Thus spoke Michael Beard, the voice of evolutionary compulsions in Ian 
McEwan’s Solar, a novel that, as Adam Trexler has so expertly explained, “relent-
lessly catalogues the material effects of [. . .] evolutionary urges, as [the main cha- 
racter] vomits, urinates, gets drunk, and is ‘draped’ in ‘human blubber’” (48).  Solar  
seriously questions the capacity of humanity to make the changes that are needed  
to stop climate change.  It is a central point of the novel.  Beard himself wonders  
about our impulses and their effects.  On a business class flight circling over London,  
while the pilot is waiting for permission to land, Beard wondered “how . . . could  
we ever begin to restrain ourselves?  We appeared, at this height, like a spreading lichen,  
a ravaging bloom of algae, a mold enveloping a soft fruit—we were such a wild 
success.  Up there with the spores!”  (127-8).  It is reasonable to wonder if discus- 
sions about halting or reversing climate change are even valid, given that it is in 
the nature of life to do exactly what we do, to move semper sursum, and given that  
without natural predators or obstacles, any species would do its level best to take over.   
What would the world look like if mosquitoes—or tomatoes?  Ants?  Super-
viruses?—had no natural predators? How different would those–cenes be?7  
That we are doing what all living organisms do, what we are hard-wired to do, 
is a point Darwin himself makes: “There is no exception to the rule that every 
organic being naturally increases at so high a rate that if not destroyed, the earth 
would soon be covered by the progeny of a single pair.”8

What The Windup Girl does, however, is more dangerous, more daring, 
more dismal: it shows the genetic arena as a site of pollution: DNA, the sacred 
sublime of our matchbox of surprises, jarring probes, and bombshell discoveries,  
now subject to colonization from our excesses and obsessions with the better be- 
yond, those places we imagine outside of ourselves worthy of praying to, of killing  
and dying for, and of deifying.  A frontier of Nazis and mad scientists no less than  
of humanitarians and Nobel Prize winners, the genetic space is dirty in the An-

7	I ask these questions in “Anthropocene, What Anthropocene?” (2017, p. 45).  I want to be clear here  
that despite my comments about possible compulsions, I am arguing strongly in favor of continued work  
on figuring out how to halt and reverse the problems we have caused and continue to cause (as I hope 
will be clear in what follows below).

8	Darwin (54).  This paragraph appears in slightly different form in my “Material ecocriticism” 
(forthcoming).
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thropocene.  We know it and are terrorized by it.  Monsanto’s chapbook roils in 
this pollution, and we eat it up.  It has become too big for us to take in—space 
junk in the millions of tons,9 compromised genetic material in our bodies and 
food sources, dimensions beyond our capacities of comprehension.  The very dis-
tance of this new sublime in sci-cli-fi makes engagement a contention, activism  
a step further than closer.
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污染，科幻小說，雄渾

摘　要

廢棄物品在二十一世紀扮演了一個新角色。它正在嬗變為藝術的物品，

人類以它作代表，而它同時也代表了人類。本論文綜述有關廢棄物的日益擴展

的領域中的一些重要的理論表述，以便來探討帕特里夏‧耶葛 (Patricia Yaeger) 

在《現代語言協會評刊》裡發表的論點所蘊含之意；她說「后現代時期的雜

亂碎片出乎預料地擔當了昔日非自然莫屬的雄渾之美。」美國詩人艾蒙斯  

(A. R. Ammons) 的詩《垃圾》為理解耶葛指出的雄渾之美提供了一個好的角

度；無獨有偶，一部令人擔憂的科幻大片《瓦力》或《機器人總動員》Wall-E 

也起了同樣的作用。本文先解釋「氣候小說」和「科幻小說」有何不同，隨後

提出後者衍生了超然分離的情感，這種情感和任何積極參與的意識背道而馳，

並認為它主要是通過有雄渾之美物品的產生而施行的。廢棄物業已演變成人類

世概念中不可缺失的成分，它的雄渾之美，其廣袤無垠令人難以理解，而其後

果將使人麻痺癱瘓。

關鍵字： 廢棄物品、雄渾之美的物品、科幻小說、帕特里夏‧耶葛、超然分

離情感、人類世


