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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the intersections of care, attention, and aesthetics as they relate to everyday
plants, proposing an expanded framework of aesthetic sensibility that moves beyond traditional no-
tions of beauty and attentiveness. Drawing on avantgarde theories and Yuriko Saito’s concept of
everyday aesthetics, the paper examines two artworks featuring “everyday plants,” specifically

“weeds” and “houseplants.” It demonstrates how these artworks broaden or expand our perception
and experience of plants. The paper argues that this “expanded” aesthetic sensibility that entangles
historical, political, aesthetic, and economic concerns is emblematic of our climatically changing
world. The overall goal of the paper is to uncover current changes in how we look at and understand
plants as a culturally constructed category of beings.
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I. CARE,ATTENTION, AND THE EVERYDAY PLANT

In the last decade, the intersecting climate and global biodiversity
crisis have fostered a new awareness of the world of plants, which,
according to French philosopher Emanuele Coccia, otherwise exist
on “the periphery of our cognitive field.”? According to Japanese
philosopher Yuriko Saito, the reason we scarcely notice native
plants is that they suffer from an aesthetic disadvantage, being too
intertwined with everyday life:2

Things that are familiar to us tend to have aesthetic disadvantages.
In the plant world, they are the ones that surround us and with
which we interact in our everyday life: the oak tree in the backyard,
dandelions growing in the lawn, ivy crawling on the stone wall, a
head of cabbage to be used in pot au feu, and an onion to be
chopped and sautéed. Their all-too-familiar ubiquity and all-
too-ordinary appearance elude our aesthetic radar, which is cal-
ibrated to capture things that captivate us with out-of-the-ordi-
nary stunning effects. How can a lowly dandelion compete against
an orchid plant? Does a cabbage or an onion have a better chance
to gain our aesthetic attention than exotic fruits and vegetables?3

In response to this common neglect of local plants and the ecologi-
cal attention they deserve, Saito advocates for “everyday aesthetics.”
This approach aims to cultivate an aesthetic sensibility toward the
most mundane and ordinary plants, contrasting sharply with the
twentieth-century Western aesthetic tradition. According to Saito,
this tradition has primarily focused on fine arts, grand depictions of
nature, and spectacular plants that are uncommon in the local envi-
ronment, such as orchids.

While it is evident that we need to pay attention to local plants during
a biodiversity crisis that, per definition, is local, even though it is a
global phenomenon, Saito’s and Coccia’s analysis also raises further
questions. A primary set of questions is concerned with the manner
in which we do and do not “see” plants—placing some, like the orchid,
at the center of our cognitive field but ignoring or “glossing” others.
A second set of questions is concerned with the broader implications
of acts of aesthetic appreciation, value, and attention—and with sit-
uating them in a broader social, political, and economic landscape,
and more specifically, a landscape entangled with colonial histories.
Such questions center not only on how we perceive and value plants
but also on the social and historical contexts in which such acts of
aesthetic perception and valuation take place.
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This paper argues that we need to shift the discourse toward a more
nuanced exploration of the relationship between the perceiving
subject and the perceived plant. It seeks to transform the question
of what kind of plants we pay attention to into the more qualitative
question of how we pay attention to them. We explore these ques-
tions not to introduce new botanical knowledge but to examine the
new—expanded—aesthetic sensibilities of how we view or experi-
ence plants in an environmentally degraded world. The following
analysis supports its argument by examining two contemporary
artworks featuring plants, one by the American artist Meg Webster
and one by Congolese artist Sammy Baloji, integrating avantgarde
theory on expanded aesthetics with Saito’s everyday aesthetics.

Il. “I WANT YOU TO CARE MORE”

“I want you to care more,”4 states the American artist Meg Webster
(1944) in a feature on her plant-centred art. In her Concave Room for
Bees (2016/2017), a small path leads us into the center of a round
garden, 22 meters in diameter. Here, one is surrounded by more than
400 cubic yards of soil, reaching six feet high, planted with hundreds
of local wild plant species, flowers, herbs, and shrubs that serve as
food for, and thus attract, the native pollinating creators. The garden
has been presented once in the US at the Socrates Sculpture Park,
New York, and once in Denmark by the coastline of Aarhus. By late
summer, the colorful patches of flower heads swaying in the soft
summer breezes served as a buzzing playground for bees and other
pollinators, as a spectacle for the human audience to watch, enjoy,
comment on, and discuss, and as an inspiration for new garden aes-
thetics people might try out at home.5

Webster’s garden is part of a contemporary art and culture movement
that strives to give space to wild plants. Rewilding one’s suburban
garden has become trendy, and rewilding projects attempt to rein-
troduce native plants to larger fields of land. Contemporary art
includes many other artworks that work with wild plants in similar
ways, such as those by the Danish artist Camilla Berner.é

This proliferation of wild plants in contemporary art and the broader
culture seems to be an excellent example of the “everyday aesthet-
ics” that Saito suggests that centers on unobtrusive, native plants we
tend to overlook. Saito’s everyday aesthetics is prescriptive in that
itis plaidoyer to do something different: To “unearth aesthetic gems
hidden in plain sight.”? Webster’s Concave Room for Bees may be
experienced as an unearthing of aesthetic gems hidden in plain sight.
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The unobtrusive everyday native plants we overlook in our suburban
gardens, where we call them “weeds” without seeing their ecologi-
cal context or even knowing their name, are presented as art and
thus as something that we should pay attention to. Saito writes, “The
opportunity for an aesthetic appreciation of nature exists every-
where, in our backyard and kitchen. We don’t have to wait for an
excursion into unfamiliar surroundings to gain aesthetic inspira-
tion.”8 Artworks such as Webster’s Garden are, of course, an example
of the “unfamiliar surroundings” Saito mentions. Still, they also
hold the potential to prompt us to be more sensitive towards differ-
ent kinds of beauty, such as the local, native plants that are less
bright, with smaller flowers than the typical garden plants.

Expanding on Saito’s analysis, we could ask what happens once
these plants are circled out (via the artworks) and we pay attention
to them. First of all, with the proliferation of wild plants in art and
culture, wild plants have become what the French historian of
science Bruno Latour would call a “matter of concern.” ® A matter
of concern is, in contrast to a matter of fact, not a mere descriptive
scientific fact but something that we gather around in our concern
for them. In Webster’s Concave Room for Bees, the audience gathered
around the plants and bees within those concerning contexts of the
current status of bees, and thus with the subtle dictum to “care more.”

Around the same time as Concave Room for Bees was constructed
news concerning the sudden beehive collapse across Europe and the
USA was all over the media. Headlines such as “How can I help the
bees?”10 thus accompanied the presentation of the artwork in
Denmark as part of the art museum ARoS exhibition The Garden:
End of Times, Beginning of Times.11 At this time, Denmark (just like
the US) had experienced a rapid decline in wild bees and other pol-
linators, with more than 30 % of the known species threatened with
extinction or already extinct because of the lack of native plants in
the Danish landscape and the use of pesticides.12 Due to this context
around the garden, neither visitors nor the artist knew if there would
be any bees. Consequently, the concave room seemed to be a haven
in an otherwise barren landscape. With a slight revision of curator
and art theorist Grant Kester’s vocabulary, Concave Room for Bees
was what we could call a concrete eco-socio-cultural intervention.13
With this artwork, and its eco-socio-cultural intervention, the
everyday plant, and with it, the everyday pollinators, become the
center of our attention. But because of this interspeciary relation
that connects plants, bees, and us, our food production, landscape,
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and garden design, and so forth, the artwork also stresses our pre-
carious lives in a destabilized environment.14 To stress this funda-
mental entanglement between us and the plants, the Canadian
anthropologist Natascha Myers uses the concept “involution”:

Where evolution describes those longue durée events that find
species diverging from one another, involution offers a way to
story the ongoing, improvised, experimental encounters that
take shape when beings as different as plants and people involve
themselves in one another’s lives (Hustak and Myers 2012).15
Involution describes a ‘reciprocal capture’1é that binds plants
and people in projects of co-becoming. Turning tropically to one
another, plants and people are both in-the-making in sites like
gardens.1?

Myers suggests Planthropocene as an “aspirational episteme and
way of doing life in which people come to recognize their profound
interimplication with plants.”t8 She argues that the term
Anthropocene adds too much agency and control to humans
[Anthropos], while Planthropocene decenters humans and stresses
this fundamental entanglement. Even smaller human-plant encoun-
ters are related to global concerns in particular climate change or
the biodiversity crisis, because it is in those small actions where we
plant, weed, fertilize, or design our gardens or landscape that we
build tomorrow’s world, as Natasha Myers asserts.

Websters Concave Room may be read as such a planthropocene
reminder that “our futures hinge on creating livable futures with the
plants,” as Myers writes.1® This artwork allows us to experience the
everyday plants in their relation to global concerns such as the bio-
diversity crisis and in its relation to a complex interspeciary involu-
tion. The biodiversity crisis is not directedly addressed in the
artwork, but it is implied. As philosopher Timothy Morton has sug-
gested, these global environmental phenomena “stick” to our
everyday lives, because we are involved in them,20 and therefore
they also stick to these everyday plants.

Saito suggests that art can facilitate an “aesthetic paradigm change”
that may hold the potential to counter the neglect of the all-to-fa-
miliar by encouraging the viewers to really “see” the familiar plants
under a new light.2! In the analysis above we have have tried to
unpack what we see when we look at plants in Meg Webster’s artwork.
Her Concave Room for Bees is a good example of this new aesthetic
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paradigm because it brings attention to the otherwise unobtrusive
everyday plants. However, this piece also situates the plants in
relation to global concerns and interspeciary interdependence with
a sense that we, the audience, should care more. With the prolifera-
tion of such artworks and other cultural rewilding practices the bees,
dandelions, or the “wild urban gardens,” have become charged with
affect. On the one hand they seem to have become what the British
Australian feminist scholar Sarah Ahmed would call “happy
objects.”22 On the other hand, these “happy objects” counter the pre-
carious and concerning contexts that are also connected to this new
attention to wild plants. In Concave Room for Bees, we are asked to
“stay with the trouble” because the garden is an intervention into a
local ecosystem where wild plants and bees are on the decline, and
these are also in a broader scope species our earthly survival depends
on.28 This adds an affective, but also an ethical dimension to the
aesthetic objects we see in the context of the artwork. We know that
our everyday actions have an impact on human and non-human lives
across the globe. Seen from the perspective of the coastline of
Aarhus where an audience could experience Concave Room for Bees
this impact may be hard to notice. It happens on a different scale
than our sensory perception in terms of time and place, which is why
some have called the current environmental degradations a slow vio-
lence.24 In addition, the landscapes in the global North have already
been permanently deteriorated, which makes it harder to notice the
current degradations, which is why the American anthropologist
Heather Swanson, with reference to Hannah Arendt, talks about a
“banal Anthropocene” in the global North.25 The ethical dimension
of Webster’s artwork might not necessarily be the first thing the
audience experiences. Yet, it is present and impossible to detach
from the aesthetic dimension, as a request to care more.

In summary, what happens as we experience these plants in the
context of Webster’s artwork is not merely that we see the plants, pay
attention to them or see them as beautiful, so that we will care for
them. Rather, the artwork invites us to experience the plants in their
interspeciary interdependence and in their connection to global
concerns. We suggest that this expanded aesthetics experience of
plants is a new aesthetic paradigm, a new sensibility, that is a con-
sequence of the global environmental degradations.

Meg Webster sees her artistic practice as a continuation of
Minimalism and Land Art.26 To relocate a material, such as soil and
plants, into the art field by presenting it as art is a quintessential
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avantgarde strategy through which an aesthetic relation is estab-
lished to everyday objects. It is also a (neo) avantgarde strategy to
present art as mere objects in the mundane settings of everyday life.
To further qualify and explore what this expanded aesthetics may
entail, we want to situate it in the historical context of the neo-avant-
gardes to draw out similarities and differences.

Ill. THE HORIZONTAL EXPANSION

In 1996, the American art historian Hal Foster revoked the critique
of the neo-avantgardes proposed by German avantgarde scholar
Peter Biirger.27 Biirger described the avantgardes as a negation of
the institution of art—the category of work or art and the individual
production in particular—and in consequence, the neo-avantgardes
were regarded as an empty gesture that sedimented the failure of the
avantgardes, that the institution of art so readily absorbed.28 Foster,
in contrast, argued that the neo-avantgardes were more than a mere
negation of the category of the work of art, and rather a “horizon-
tal expansion”29 into the social and relational part of the aesthetic
object that (high)modernism had suppressed:

In short, with minimalism, sculpture no longer stands apart on
a pedestal or as pure art but is repositioned among objects and
redefined in terms of place. In this transformation, the viewer,
refused the safe, sovereign space of formal art, is cast back on
the here and now; and rather than scan the surface of a work for
a topographical mapping of the properties of its medium, he or
she is prompted to explore the perceptual consequences of a par-
ticular intervention in a given site.30

Despite their simplicity, as the minimalistic artworks explored the
condition of perception, they made the act of reception reflexive and
thus rendered it complex, paving the way for understandings of
meaning as something situated and performative, “lodged in the
subject”31, and to the whole new array of phenomenologically
oriented “relational” theories, and later artforms that expanded into
not just the gallery space, but a wider cultural field.32

Following Foster’s analysis, we see a similar but radical horizontal
and vertical expansion of our current aesthetic field. Rephrasing
Foster’s analysis, we could say that with Webster’s Concave Room,
the sculptural material no longer “stands apart on a pedestal, or as
pure art, but is repositioned among objects and redefined in terms
of place.” However, Webster’s material has not just been relocated
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from the pedestal to the floor. Or from the metaphysical space of
Art (with a capital A) to the social space of a gallery. Rather, Webster’s
material is art (re)located on Earth. The soil, the flowers, and we, the
audience—are situated in a specific precarious ecology where there
might and might not be bees. In addition, in both the American and
Danish versions, the audience and the plants are also situated within
national contexts within a national landscape that does not favour
wild plants or wild pollinators. As such, this artwork intervenes in
a specific ecology in the context of a nation within a global biodi-
versity crisis. It is situated on Earth, because it relates to environ-
mental politics of nations, and in it, because it is not detached from
Earth’s biosphere.33

In Foster’s terminology, the horizontal refers to the social relation
to the audience and the broader cultural field. In the case of Webster’s
artwork, the “horizontal expansion” does not relate to the social
sphere of humans, culture, and meaning-making alone. Rather, it
encompasses the more-than-human entanglements in the eco-so-
cio-cultural sphere, in which we are entangled with people we have
never met but who are impacted by the global environmental degra-
dations brought about by us in the global north and with a multitude
of other species and entities. “The vertical” in Foster’s terminology
relates to the broader, historical framework of art.34 In contrast, in
Webster’s case, the vertical dimension does not refer to art as a his-
torical category. Instead, it refers to the planetary set of problems
or perspectives that are relevant to these specific, local, plants. We,
the audience, are not just participating in the artwork as an aesthetic
gaze or a perceiving body—as the phenomenology of the 1990s
would have it. Rather, we are part of Webster’s artwork as concerned
citizens with ethical and political obligations—and as “earthlings” 35
in the context of global environmental degradation. In comparison
to Minimalism, Webster’s Concave Room for Bees is a further expan-
sion of aesthetics: horizontally to include the more-than-human
actors in the ecological space of the artwork. Vertically to include
planetary concerns distributed on, and “in” Earth. This means that
when we perceive the aesthetic object—the everyday plant—these reg-
isters are part of the aesthetic experience.

Foster stresses how a proliferation of new theories of meaning-mak-
ing and subjectivity, performativity, phenomenology, etc, parallelled
the horizontal expansion of the 1960s art scene. In similar ways, our
current situation is also followed by new theories that require us to
rethink basic categories such as the act of individuation in this
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“reciprocal capture” Myers describes as quoted above—and with this,
the autonomy of the subject or of “humans” also comes into question,
as well a new question of ethics across the global north/south
division, and across species boundaries. Meaning-making must be
rethought as the material level blends into narrative and mytholog-
ical levels,36 as described in the scholarship commonly referred to
as New Materialism.37 If aesthetics is to grapple with these complex
changes in how we can perceive objects, we must regard aesthetics
as more than a mere question of beauty and attention. It must be
about the aesthetic relation between the subject and the object.

IV. HOUSEPLANTS AND THE EVERYDAY “EXOTIC”

Rather than attempting to summarize this entirely new field of
thinking and how it challenges conventional ideas of the basic
nature-culture distinction, we want to pursue the idea of expanded
aesthetics as a general, new sensibility that is available in our culture
due to global environmental degradation. If it is general, it must, per
definition, also apply to the plants those in the global north see as
an “exotic” Otherness that is nurtured in our windowsills, where they
do not benefit any ecosystem.38 This invokes the category of house-
plants, a subset of the plant world which—nurtured in the intimacy
of the home—is especially freighted with social and cultural
meanings and values. Can we look at this category of plants in the
same way, through the lens of an expanded aesthetics? We want to
pursue this question by presenting another example of contempo-
rary art that re-inserts both a global “vertical” and an expanded
social “horizontal” perspective upon houseplants by relocating
them on earth, similarly to Webster’s artwork.

Congolese artist Sammy Baloji’s installation Untitled (2018) features
a range of familiar plants in copper containers, which, on closer
examination, are revealed to be cartridge cases from the First World
War. The work was presented in 2020 in Lunds Kunsthal, Sweden,
and at Kunsthal Aarhus, Denmark, as part of the exhibition Other
Tales. The exhibition focuses on “the unearthing of ‘other’ tales—
overlooked, suppressed, forgotten—about the Democratic Republic
of Congo on the world map. Throughout history, the territories of
the Congo have occupied a central, although equivocal and often
overlooked, place on the international stage.”39

To understand the effect of this work in context we need to invoke
a particular, situated gaze: the perspective of the ethnically white
Dane situated on the inside of what might be described as “cultural
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Danishness”—that complex social, political and aesthetic “position-
ality” that has been in construction since at least the early-nine-
teenth century. From such a perspective, the plants in the installation

are familiar and reassuring houseplants, and the copper vases are

the equally familiar cartridge cases used as decorative items in many
Danish homes. Anette writes: “We had one in my childhood home,
and I easily recognized all Baloji’s plants as houseplants, even

though I did not know all their names.” However, seen from outside

of this perspective—for example, from the perspective of the

Democratic Republic of Congo, where Baloji originates—the same

plants represent the nature of the local ecosystem, and along with

the copper from which the cartridge cases are made, are part of the

natural resources that fuelled colonial political economy—and that
continue to fuel capitalist extractivism from the global south. Thus,
while this installation is not an intervention into a local eco-so-
cio-cultural site (like Webster’s work), it is an intervention into an

eco-socio-cultural planetary space because the artwork situates all

of us, as viewers that see the plants from our position in the global
north and south, in relation to questions of coloniality and extraci-
tivism. The curatorial notes states:

Such attention to the interconnectedness of events that appear
distant in time, space and meaning is a central aspect of Baloji’s
practice, which seeks to mend ruptures in the colonial timeline
while reordering the events it narrates and problematising it by
resurrecting pre-colonial knowledge. By adopting a decolonial
gaze, Baloji substantially challenges the Eurocentric foundation
on which the dominant narrative rests.40

Similarly to Webster’s artwork, the plants in Baloji’s artwork are
also situated in a global context that informs our aesthetic experi-
ence of them. The plants and the copper objects are presented in the
context of Europe’s colonial past and present, and the violence of
colonial and European wars.

At the same time, the plants are presented as a part of a complex
“horizontal” relation. An ethnically white Danish audience may rec-
ognize the plants and see them as tokens of archetypical Danish
“hygge.” The exoticized plants will, in that way, reinforce the sense
of national boundaries, which is Edward Said’s analysis of exoti-
cism.41 But the plants are also presented as something else, as entan-
gled social, cultural, political, and economic “objects”—and in this
way challenge a normative gaze situated, as it were, at the “inside”
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of cultural Danishness. For the possessors of such a gaze, this
produces a complex moment of recognition and “knowing.” Danish
cultural history and “hygge,” and the domesticity of the Danish
home (complete with the perverse nostalgia of the First World War
artillery casing) are situated in relation to a global past and present.
This includes a “past” of European and Danish tropical colonialism
and their intervention into the societies, territories and ecologies of
the global south. More concretely—and arguably more threaten-
ingly—it places coloniality at the heart of “cultural Danishness.” Not
only is the subject at the inside of cultural Danishness confronted
with the spectre of Europe’s colonial past, but with the coloniality
of the present, evidenced in the ways in which they can see and enjoy
the plants without thinking of their colonial history or country of
origin.42 They can enjoy these plants as an ‘exotic’ Other, adding an
atmosphere to the home that is appealingly “tropical” and unusual
while being easily absorbable within the tenants of cultural
Danishness.

Before encountering Baloji’s artwork, many Danes would not have
known that these plants were from the Democratic Republic of
Congo. But now with that knowledge, all these perspectives are
compressed into the present as an expanded aesthetics resulting
from what some have called the contemporaneity of our contempo-
rary condition.43 In this expanded aesthetics, the many temporali-
ties, histories, and spatialities are present as registers through which
we experience the aesthetic object. The plant is not just a beautiful
form and colour but a compressed social and historical statement or

“artefact.” The German scholar Martin Seel has described the aes-
thetic relation as an act of appearing. 44 This metaphor is a useful
way of thinking about expanded aesthetics: Expanded aesthetics is
the act in which the aesthetic object appears to its viewer in all these
expanded perspectives that we might not comprehend fully, but they
are there as registers that stick to the experience of everyday objects.
We could also call it an “informed” aesthetics because the aesthetic
relation is informed by everything we know—including the social and
political histories in which such works are imbricated. In art, this
information is typically available in curatorial notes on the wall or
on a website, which is the case in both Baloji’'s and Webster’s
artworks. In our everyday lives, this information pops up inconven-
iently as we mow our lawn, knowing that we also remove the food
for bees and other pollinators that are rapidly declining in our local
environment, or as we put gasoline in our car, knowing that this
fossil fuel culture soon will be obsolete.
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V. EXPANDED AESTHETICS
Saito’s everyday aesthetics provides a useful foundation for under-
standing the aesthetic reorientation towards mundane, often over-
looked plants. However, as this analysis suggests, the expanded
aesthetics of contemporary plant art goes further. It situates plants
within a web of global concerns, interspecies relationships, and his-
torical contexts that challenge reductive categorizations such as
“houseplants” or “weeds.” While Saito succeeds in coining our blind-
ness towards native plants, she forgets that we are equally blind
regarding that category described as house plants. They might be
here for our aesthetic pleasure; we care for and nurture them and, in
a sense, see them when we admire them, but they also serve a
purpose. They are subsumed to the needs of the subject, as T.W.
Adorno described it in his aesthetic theory.45 Meaning that we have
lost any sense of them as botanical plants in their own rights. Plants
that belong to certain ecosystems, certain soil, certain cultures,
certain climatic conditions, etc. The gaze we have on the “house-
plants” and on the “weeds” is equally reductive, as these are norma-
tive categories we have used to explain the role the plants play in our
human life: Desired, valued, bought, and sold, or undesired, remov-
able with pesticides or manual labour. These artworks not only
prompt a re-evaluation of the aesthetic qualities of plants but also
emphasize the deep entanglements between humans across differ-
ent histories on both sides of the “colonial difference” and between
humans and plants, and humans and non-human entities.

An actual rewilding of house plants is impossible within our everyday
practices. The plants have been relocated, and they have gone
through a process of plant breeding, which means that they might
be plants with a very short life span to produce further sales, or they
might be hybrids. In all cases many of them no longer fit into their
originating ecosystem. But we can rewild how we look at them by
seeing them not as “exotic” but exoticized, hybridized, transplanted,
bought and sold, living plants that, in their very design, to some
degree still mirror the companion species, the soil, the temperature,
they belong to as well as the cultural history that brought them into
the windowsill. 46

The argument of this paper is not a practical solution to an ecosys-
tem crisis. Rather, it suggests a descriptive analysis of the current
changes in how we look at plants or the possible ways of looking at
plants. Plants can now be experienced as complex “eco-socio-cul-
tural-historical-political hybrids” that are always attached to global
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concerns and always enmeshed in complex and expanded social and
interspeciary relations. This kind of everyday aesthetics does not
favor certain plants. It is rather an everyday aesthetic that is sensi-
tive to the fact that everything we do in our everyday lives is con-
nected to events on a global scale and has consequences for other
people in other regions and for other species.

The expanded aesthetics outlined in this paper register the complex-
ities of the Planthropocene. This sensibility is exposed, propagated,
and nurtured within the field of art, but it is also available as an
everyday sensibility. These expanded, informed, or enriched per-
spectives reveal plants not merely as passive objects of aesthetic
appreciation but as dynamic participants in eco-socio-cultural
systems, with histories and futures deeply intertwined with our own.
We take Myers’s notion of “involution” and expand it beyond a con-
sideration of multi-species and more-than-human entanglements
and fields of implication to include the “involutions” of coloniality
and of the historical relationship between global north and south—
an involution which is concrete, historical and ever-present.

VI. WORKING WITHIN AN EXPANDED AESTHETICS

These global or vertical relations and the horizontal, eco-socio-cul-
tural entanglements can be experienced in the present, but as Baloji’s
piece demonstrates, they also have a history. According to Hal
Foster, the new “horizontal” or relational aesthetics of the second
half of the 20th century was part of a proliferation of new theories
of phenomenology, reception aesthetics, performativity, etc., which
could be applied to any aesthetic object from any historical period
in and outside the art world. In a similar way, we can take this
expanded aesthetics of our climatically changing world and apply it
to plants inside and outside the art world, and to newer and older
cases. With such a gaze, a researcher would explore and unpack how
the plants are related to larger global concerns and problematics and
how they are embedded in “horizontal” relations between humans
and between humans and plants.

Art or art exhibitions could also encourage these sensibilities by
offering the audience an expanded, informed, or enriched experi-
ence of plants, such as the house plants on our windowsill. This
could, perhaps, counter the apocalypse fatigue surrounding envi-
ronmental issues, as this involves new stories and new perspectives
that encompass both scientific information and cultural history,
which not only expands our gaze at plants but also enrichens it, by
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making it more plentiful.4” Consequently, expanded aesthetics is
not just a description of a new aesthetic sensibility in our climati-
cally changing world. It also offers a way of looking at plants that
can be used and operationalized in research, art, curatorial practices,
and dissemination activities. It situates aesthetics as a concern
related not just to social and cultural life, but also to the fields of
history and political economy. More correctly, it suggests that
culture and aesthetics are always entangled with historical, political,
and economic concerns and relations and with the “shadow” side of
modernity: coloniality.
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