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ABSTRACT

The term “view from above” does not merely describe an aerial perspective using digital technologies.
According to Macarena Gomez-Barris, it is an extractive and neoliberal tool for transforming territories
into areas to be exploited. In contrast, she introduces “submerged perspectives,” which can always
be found in these territories and are characterized by relations on the ground. An argument based on
opposites should always make one suspicious, especially when considering contemporary artistic
practices. This article demonstrates that contemporary works of art can unleash the critical potential
of the view from above. Two works, one by Carolina Caycedo and the other by Forensic Architecture,
are analyzed to demonstrate a substantial expansion of the view from above. Contemporary art has
the capability to counter-appropriate a supposedly hegemonic instrument and, thus, offers the pos-
sibility of rejecting constructed and abstract dichotomies.
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Let us consider two works of art that are characterized by the coun-
ter-appropriation of the view from above. As a theory, the view from
above is often simplified and presented in contrast to perspectives
on the ground; this is not possible when contemporary works of art
are analyzed, and their own theory production is taken seriously.
The first work of art is Carolina Caycedo’s YUMA, or The Land of
Friends from 2014. It is a digital print on glass, part of her long-term
project, Be Dammed, in which she has explored the intensive use of
hydropower in Colombia since 2012. Caycedo nested three satellite
images in her 580 x 473 cm mural; the result is an unclear perspec-
tive that contradicts the viewer’s expectations (rig.1). The second is a
video by the British artistic research collective, Forensic Architecture,
called Oil and Gas Pollution in Vaca Muerta. Released in 2019, it
addresses the effects of fracking in Argentina. Forensic Architecture
uses a variety of techniques, including 3-D modeling, geolocation,
image complexes, such as mobile phone videos taken by workers,
activists, and environmental organizations, and remote sensing to
create the video.

What these two works of art have in common is that they are based
partly on techniques that are used to construct the view from above.
Moreover, both works, in their own way, blur the boundaries between
digital representation from afar and relations on the ground. I argue
that analyzing these two works of art, which critically engage with
airborne representation in South America, challenges the abstract
dichotomy between the technical infrastructures of extractive indus-
tries and the local perspectives of human and non-human entities
embedded in the ecology of the respective regions.

This dichotomy was defined by Macarena Gémez-Barris in her
widely discussed book, The Extractive Zone. Social Ecologies and
Decolonial Perspectives, published in 2017. For her, the sterile and
abstract “view from above” is a counterpart to “submerged perspec-
tives.” She describes the view from above as “grand scale”: techni-
cally mediated and beyond all the relations on the ground. It follows
the cold logic of neoliberal capitalism and transforms territories
into “extractive zones.”! In contrast, submerged perspectives are
embedded and embodied. They include forms of “local knowledge”
and can always be found in “extractive zones” as they resist appro-
priation and only emerge through “situated site work.”2

I will focus here on several interrelated points that challenge Gémez-
Barris’s dichotomy. I examine whether the various aspects of the
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Fig. 1
Carolina Caycedo. Yuma, or the Land of Friends, 2014. Satellite photo collage. Courtesy of Carolina Caycedo.
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view from above can contrast the submerged perspectives, or
whether these works of art provide methods of counter-appropria-
tion of the view from above to develop a non-extractive mode using
digital imagery. To achieve this, it is necessary to critically analyze
the two works and consider their political, economic, and societal
context. It becomes evident that the view from above is represented
by some institutions that are simultaneously active at the sites.
Therefore, it is not always distant from the ground, and, indeed,
aspects of the view from above actually support the realization of
submerged perspectives.

Both works reflect on theories of (new or neo) extractivism in their
own way. These theories describe the massive appropriation and
exploitation of natural resources. In YUMA, or The Land of Friends,
the devastating social and ecological effects of the extraction of
hydropower on the region is shown. The same is true for Oil and Gas
Pollution in Vaca Muerta. However, in the second artwork, the
extracted resource is not free-flowing water but shale oil and gas.
Extractivism has a long history. It describes a mindset that causes
ecological and social degeneration to accumulate capital.® While
imperial states and their trade organizations have pursued extrac-
tivism for centuries, the connection between transnational compa-
nies and rent-seeking states was established more recently, especially
with globalization.4 The term “extractivism” was originally used by
banks and oil companies to describe their business practices. Later,
it was developed into a critical theory by South American research-
ers such as Alberto Acosta, Maristella Svampa, and Eduardo
Gudynas.5 In contrast, neo- or new-extractivism is a special case in
South America; progressive, left-wing governments seek interna-
tional trading partners and promote resource extraction in their
countries to finance social programs.6

This extractivist mindset is the primary object of critique in Gomez-
Barris’s book. She analyzes extractivist violence in various forms
and develops the two categories of the view from above and sub-
merged perspectives based on case studies.” A decisive part of the
extractivist view from above is the technical products of digital
infrastructures, especially the use of satellites and other devices for
aerial photography, which can be used to scout the ground and the
subsoil.8 Transnational corporations and government authorities
use remote sensing, geospatial modeling, satellite imagery, and
algorithm-based artificial intelligence to build a geographical infor-
mation system to maximize profits from the exploitation of raw
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materials. The different phases of mining, from scouting to the
finished product, including the logistical chain, are now in direct
communication with each other, minimizing loss of time and risk to
capital.® As a result, even “low-grade mineral deposits” can be
mined profitably today; this has increased the material footprint of
the extractive industry by a factor of approximately 1,000.10 In this
context, it seems ironic that the digital infrastructures of extractiv-
ism are dependent on mining of raw materials as their components
must first be extracted from the earth, and as the resource frontier
shifts with every technological advancement, it opens up new mining
opportunities.1? These digital infrastructures are also used to find
the most profitable location for a large-scale project, such as a
hydroelectric power plant. In her artwork, Caycedo uses the same
technical tools that are used to construct this extractivist view. She
also shows the perspectives that remain unnoticed as a result. In
contrast, Forensic Architecture appropriates the technical infra-
structures to provide counter-evidence and represent the interests of
local communities.

Artists inquiring into this assemblage of image-making techniques
and ideologies for critical analysis is not an isolated phenomenon
or arecent development. The works of artists, such as Allan Sekula,
Harun Farocki, and Hito Steyerl, could also be included in this trend.
Techniques, such as mapping and the constructed but supposedly
rational representation of a view from above, are deeply intertwined
in the history of Western art;12 both Caycedo and Forensic
Architecture need to be seen in this line of tradition.

HYDROPOWER AND SATELLITE IMAGERY

The unclear perspective in YUMA, or The Land of Friends is largely
achieved through the montage of three satellite images taken
between April and September 2013 that Caycedo purchased from a
commercial imaging agency. The images show the construction of
the 151-meter high and 632-meter long El Quimbo hydroelectric
power plant on Rio Magdalena in Colombia.13 One of the images
was either colorless or edited, which is evident from the black and
white portions. In the artwork, brown sections overlay the entire
river in two places. These and other brown areas are the most jarring
as they contrast strongly with the otherwise dominant green. The
scramble of colors together with the black and white portions stirs
associations of violence. The landscape depicted in this way sym-
bolizes dispossession and displacement, which go hand in hand with
extractive processes. It is not at first visible where the river flows
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from and to. This is indeed logical because the dam deprived Rio
Magdalena of its flow dynamics and is now controlled by a techni-
cal construction. The reservoir thus created is an artificially flooded
area that is 55-kilometers long and 1.4-kilometers wide. It displaced
thousands of residents and has substantially damaged the environ-
ment.

The three satellite images represent three points in time in the con-
struction process and their combination is a simulation of the violent
intervention in the course of the river. Caycedo’s artistic realization
can be interpreted as an artificially produced fantasy. The same is
also true for her source material, the satellite images. They are
based on a “cultural technique,”14 which produces an image that is
by no means a reproduction of a region but must be interpreted in a
long tradition of techniques, epistemologies, and ontologies that
produce a view of the world and a particular world itself. Leon
Gurevitch speaks of the “mediacene” in this context,15 and Jussi
Parikka refers to the chain of operations that turn such “material
objects” into “ontological agents that shift the world through their
operations.”16 Satellite images as a cultural technique establish
“non-propositional forms of knowledge.”17 This valorizes iconic
knowledge; it is a logos that is intrinsic to the visual and not subor-
dinate to linguistic expression.18 However, this non-propositional
agency does not automatically show an indexical representation or
visual evidence. Satellite images are embedded in multiple opera-
tional processes that obscure other perspectives.

In this context, Caycedo’s artwork is closer to a perspective that
incorporates the conditions on the ground. The artwork shows the
massive intervention of corporate terraforming from a supposedly
safe distance. This impression results, most of all, from the dimen-
sions of the artwork (580 x 473 cm) and the information panel that
Caycedo adds ig. 2. The text panel contains facts about the El
Quimbo Dam, such as its dimensions, the predicted power genera-
tion, and the connections between the companies and financing
institutions involved. For example, a conglomerate of transnational
energy companies is responsible for the development, construction,
and maintenance of the dam. The companies used, among other
things, satellite images to explore the location of the dam. It is a cor-
porate and extractivist view, which Gémez-Barris describes as the
view from above.
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Fig. 2

EL QUIMBO HYDROELECTRIC PROJECT
HUILA - COLOMBIA

« Single-purpose hydropower project
« Concrete faced rock-filled dam 151 m high, 632 m long
« Auxiliary dike: 66 m high, 390 m long
« Project area: 8,586 Hectares
«Total capacity: 1,824 Million cubic meters
« Reservoir Life Expectancy: 50 years
- Construction: 2010 - 2014
« Enterprises: Endesa (Spain), ENEL (Italy), through their
subsidiary Emgesa (Colombia)
« International Financial Institutions:
European Investment Bank and
Inter-American Development Bank
« Estimated investment: US $ 1.093 millions
« Impounds waters of the Yuma (Magdalena)
and Cuacua (Suaza) rivers.
« Municipalities: Gigante, El Agrado, Garzon, Tesalia,
Altamira and Paicol
« Type of Population: Rural
« Potential Affected Population: 15.000
(total rural population of affected municipalities)
« Population to be compensated: 2.212 (Endesa’s census)
« First private sector hydroproject in Colombia built
under Reliability Charge Scheme: Emgesa-Endesa-Enel
receives an independent fixed income assigned for a
period of 20 years, a price of US$14 per megawatt-hour
for the power sold to Huila department

+ Compensation Measures Non-residents: Seed capital
and accompanying program with training component.
« Compensation Measures Residents, Owners or Holders:
- 5 ha or less: 5 ha with housing only if affected
property had one.
- Between 5 and 50 ha: Equivalent property in
hectares and characteristics
- 50 ha or more: Direct purchase
« Colombian Constitutional Court Ruling T-135 of
3-13-2013 orders “Emgesa to initiate the develpment
of a new census of affected people to be compensated”.
The company has not complied.
« El Quimbo Installed Capacity: 400 Megawatts
« El Quimbo Average Generation: 2,216 Gigawatts
hour per year
« Will supply about 5% of the Colombian energy demand
« Surplus electricity will be exported to Ecuador,
Central America, and the Caribbean
« Colombia Installed Electricity Generation Capacity:
14.4 Gw, 60% hydropower
« Colombia Average Generation: 5.9 Terawatt hours
per year, 68% hydroelectric
+ Colombia Total electricity consumption 2013:
5.02 Terawatt hours
Total electricity exports 2013: 57.8 Gigawatt hours
Total electricity imports 2013: 0.1 Gigawatt hours

Satellite images acquired 11 April 2013, 24 June 2013 and 1 September 2013.

Coordinates: NW Lat. 2.4920, Long. -75.5900; Center Lat. 2.45983, Long. -75.56519; SE Lat. 2.42700, Long. -75.5400.
WorldView-1 50 cm per pixel, QuickBird 60 cm per pixel, Pleiades-1 50 cem per pixel.

Includes material © 2014 DigitalGlobe and CNES Distribution Astrium Services/Spot Image Corp. All rights reserved.

Carolina Caycedo. Yuma, or the Land of Friends, 2014, installation detail. Courtesy of Carolina Caycedo.
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Caycedo’s counter-appropriation is not to be understood in the sense
of an exaggeration intended to subvert. Rather, the violent interven-
tion on the ground is transferred to images that are crucial for the
appropriation of raw materials and, thus, extractivism. In YUMA, or
The Land of Friends, some parts of the view from above are distorted,;
the artist uses the operational aspects of satellite images as a cultural
technique to point out the field of tension that arises between
airborne representation and relational perspectives in the regions.

It is important to avoid the impression that satellite images by them-
selves constitute the view from above; instead, several techniques
are needed. What they have in common is that the relations on the
ground and, thus, the submerged perspectives, fade away to allow
the appropriation of “Cheap Nature.”19 Other techniques are neo-
liberal reforms or institutions of the Global North, such as the
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, along with
foreign direct investment, large multinational corporations, com-
modity prices and commodity trading in the form of options or
futures. Extractivist capitalism uses all of them. Furthermore, the
progressive governments of the so-called “pink tide” in Latin
America and their (mostly) conservative successors are an essential
aspect as they support the conversion of Rio Magdalena into an
energy landscape or grant concessions for the extraction of natural
resources.20

FRACKING AND REMOTE SENSING

The artistic research collective Forensic Architecture also uses the
digital techniques of extractive industries, most notably in their
video Oil and Gas Pollution in Vaca Muerta, which was published on
their website on October 14, 2019. In a span of five minutes and two
seconds, the video covers the economic interests and the associated
environmental and social abuses in Vaca Muerta, Argentina, a geo-
logical formation in the Neuquén province, where massive deposits
of shale oil and gas were discovered in 2011. Forensic Architecture
investigated the area from 2013 to 2019. The video is accompanied
by a voiceover to guide viewers through their investigations and
provide context. In 2013, the Argentinian government granted con-
cessions to foreign petro-giants to extract shale oil and gas. Using
before-and-after satellite imagery, Forensic Architecture illustrates
the growth of tailing ponds or waste-storage facilities and the infra-
structure that was built. The video shows a map of the extraction
area to illustrate the immense impact on the region inhabited by the
indigenous Mapuche community. Twenty companies work on a total
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of 36 concessions covering an area of 8,500 square kilometers;
around 2,000 fracking wells have been drilled since the discovery
of shale oil and gas.2!

Forensic Architecture’s use of remote sensing in Oil and Gas

Pollutionin Vaca Muerta is particularly important in the counter-ap-
propriation of the view from above. In general, remote sensing is a

technique of mediating the object under investigation without

physical contact.22 One current form of remote sensing is often used

in extractivism to measure the electromagnetic radiation of a surface

using a satellite or other flying objects.23 Depending on the nature

of the surface, more radiation is reflected or absorbed. A distinction

is made between active and passive systems; the former is the source

of the radiation, while the latter is reflected onto and do not transmit

anything themselves.24 In most cases, active and passive systems

are combined because they produce images using different wave-
lengths. The topography of the ground and the subsoil is visualized,
as remote sensing can visualize a wider range of wavelengths than

the human eye can.25 This technology is closely linked to early
experiments in aerial photography but did not advance significantly
until it was used in military and intelligence applications—a connec-
tion that endures.26 The commercialization of remote sensing accel-
erated in the early 1990s, and since then, the global market has been

dominated by a few major players, with an estimated revenue of $2.6

billion in 2020.27 Remote sensing has now become a “critical tech-
nology and method within environmental science and a crucial way

in which to study environmental change on a global scale.”28 Artists

and collectives, such as Forensic Architecture, use remote sensing

to make damage visible, which is itself produced by extractive activ-
ities through remote sensing.

In Oil and Gas Pollution in Vaca Muerta, Forensic Architecture uses
remote sensing to highlight the impact of fracking on local vegeta-
tion (Fig.3). The image shows the mined area around Afielo from 2013
to 2019. The deep black portions signify stability. The more gray-
ish-white the soil is, the more stressed the vegetation; the yellow
areas represent a loss of vegetation. It is immediately apparent that
within a short period of time, the extraction of shale oil and gas had
a massive impact on the local flora. Forensic Architecture uses nor-
malized difference vegetation index (NDVI) to construct this image.
The NDVI is a standard method for visualizing changes in vegeta-
tion using remote sensing. The example of remote sensing reveals
that the technically mediated view from above cannot be considered
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Fig. 3
Forensic Architecture, Oil and Gas Pollution in Vaca Muerta, 14.10.2019, TC 05:02 min.

Normalised Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) analysis of the region surrounding the town of Afielo, in Vaca Muerta.
(Forensic Architecture)
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a distant and all-seeing entity. Rather, there are many individual
views that do not work with distance alone but also with proximity.29
Artificial simulation is created from countless fragments, but this is
also subject to limitations. For example, a satellite takes approxi-
mately 90 minutes to circumnavigate the earth, but because of the
earth’s rotation, it is in the same place again after 24 hours, leaving
a gap in between.

However, Forensic Architecture’s use of remote sensing is not a
manipulative and violent intervention in the unity of the images as
Caycedo’s work is. Rather, remote sensing is used to clarify the
damage to the ground by means of the technical process. A common
feature of both works of art is that the artists use the same technical
infrastructures that are used by companies, states, and militaries.
These three actors—the material-extracting company, the conces-
sion-granting and rent-seeking state, and its executive—are con-
fronted with their own instruments. In contrast, artistic counter-
appropriation renders visible the destructive forces of the neoliberal
economic system and its effects in remote areas. These works of art
do more than merely depict or generate attention. The logic under-
lying the view from above is challenged; the constructed and abstract
object Earth, which can be appropriated for profit, is by no means
unified by technical representation; multiple interconnected ecolo-
gies on the ground also emerge through the supposedly sterile view.

TOWARD A NEW VIEW FROM ABOVE

Both Carolina Caycedo and Forensic Architecture contextualize
aerial views with perspectives from participants on the ground but
in markedly different ways. Caycedo includes various voices in her
2014 video The Land of Friends, which is part of the group of works,
Be Dammed, and deals with the El1 Quimbo dam. In her book, The
Extractive Zone, Gomez-Barris refers to this work of art to expound
on submerged perspectives, presumably because direct visual equiv-
alents, such as underwater shots, can be found. The work gathers a
multitude of human and nonhuman perspectives from the residents
of Rio Magdalena who are the most affected by the dam. Forensic
Architecture includes local perspectives in its work Oil and Gas
Pollution in Vaca Muerta, such as the protesting Mapuche or the
video recordings leaked by workers. The collective describes the
result of its work process as an “evidence assemblage,” which is con-
structed on the basis of local perspectives and the satellite images.30
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However—and this is important—it should not be concluded that per-
spectives of participants on the ground are, in essence, different from
the view from above. This would be an oversimplification, which
can easily occur because of Gomez-Barris’ abstract dichotomy of the
view from above and the submerged perspectives. The extractive
industries are present on the ground and work with the relationships
and perspectives of the individual entities they find there. Multiple
processes take place on the ground years before the extraction of raw
materials, leading to the physical intervention in the environment.
One of these processes is called “ground truth,” which describes the
additional information that is collected to verify or falsify the inter-
pretations of remote sensing.3! For example, fieldwork for scouting
the topography on site or taking soil, water, or air samples; hence,
ground truth is also referred to as “reference data.”32 Furthermore,
after the concessions were granted and the territory was scouted, site
visits were made by local representatives. Regional governments
were involved, as were courts, local elites, and environmental insti-
tutions. For the El Quimbo dam, for example, the company that
carried out the project submitted an initial environmental report as
early as 2008.33 In addition, in many Latin American countries,

“prior consultation” is legally binding or recognized as self-commit-
ment.34 Prior consultation requires that those affected by an indus-
trial project be informed in advance by the executing companies and
that their demands be included. Nevertheless, “consultation” should
not be confused with “consent.” Rather, it serves as a “soft tool” of
extractivism. In addition, consultations are sometimes carried out
when the project can no longer be significantly altered.35

The main difference is the quality of engagement with the relation-
ships on the ground and the inclusion of as many entities involved
in the relationships as possible. This concerns both human and
nonhuman entities. Gomez-Barris employs the notion of “local
knowledge” to insist on taking different perspectives seriously,
including marginalized ones.36 However, looking at the works of
art by Caycedo and Forensic Architecture, it can be seen that a sub-
merged perspective can be supported with aspects of the view from
above. Fractions of it must be extracted, reversed, and reapplied.
Aerial representations play a role in the emergence of the view from
above and the abstract logic of extractive industries. At the same
time, they can also underpin submerged perspectives. The analysis
of the two works and their context contest Gomez-Barris’s abstract
dichotomy and instead shows that the view from above can in fact
become a submerged perspective through counter-appropriation.
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