
 
 
 

Plastic City: A Small-Scale Experiment for Living in the Anthropocene 
 

Angela Molloy Murphy, Portland State University 
 
Abstract  
 
As anthropologist and storyteller Deborah Bird Rose (2014) eloquently said, “The stories we need now 
are not the big heroic ones, but rather smaller stories that help us rethink our big questions in richer 
veins” (Rose, 2014). Amidst the frenzy to prepare the next generation to redeem the human species by 
administering planetary repair, there is a quiet call among educators to think, to research, to document, 
and indeed, to live differently (Parnell, Downs & Cullen, 2017; Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2019) in 
response to our global predicament. Drawing from multispecies feminist theorist Donna Haraway (2016), 
early childhood researchers are currently leading the way with posthuman scholarship in education for 
environmental justice (Somerville & Powell, 2019).  
 
To this end, Geographer and Environmental Studies scholar Cameron (2015) suggested a pursual “of 
more open, even playful forms, of experimentation to try out new ways of living in the Anthropocene" 
(pp.99-100). She went on to say, "Let us respond to the planetary experiment that so many across the 
globe (human and non-human) are unwittingly caught up in by proliferating small-scale experiments that 
might offer multiple openings and avenues for new ways of living (p.101). 
 
With the intention of generating a 'small-scale experiment' (Cameron, 2015) to offer openings for living 
differently, this researcher conceived of a project called Plastic City: (Re) Creating Portland With Our 
Discards. In this provocative exhibit, large amounts of discarded plastics were deposited in the middle of 
the Portland State University. Thinking with the abject studies proposal that “that which we attempt to 
radically exclude constantly returns” (Arefin, 2015, p.1), I wanted to experiment with bringing plastic 
discards into plain sight. This choice to ‘exaggerate the presence’ (MacAlpine, 2019) of plastics was 
intended to keep plastics ‘in sight and in mind.'  
 
In recent history, it has been convenient for us to ‘throw away’ plastic discards; to send them overseas 
and consider them ‘out of sight and out of mind.’ This practice allowed humans who were largely 
responsible for generating plastic waste to ‘look away’ from (Haraway, 2016) our responsibility to this 
material and its ongoing affects. However, as Sullivan (2010) reminds us; “a vital materiality can never 
really be thrown ‘away,’ for it continues its activities even as a discarded or unwanted commodity” (p.6). 
 
The global picture has changed. With no easy ‘away’ for discarded plastics, the U.S. is increasingly 
confronted with material evidence of a consumption culture that can be characterized by its focus on 
disposability. Although encountering large amounts of waste may be new to many in the U.S., those 
inhabiting economically vulnerable countries have co-existed with the detritus of consumer culture for 
decades. Waste is now accumulating in every corner of the planet, toxifying waterways, soil and air.  
 
Situated on a university campus that wins annual awards for sustainability and in a city that prides itself 
on environmental consciousness, Plastic City was re-erected anew each week; a compelling and 
disturbing experiment regarding what is made visible and what is outcast in the utopian settler-colonial 
vision of the Pacific Northwest. 
 


