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C H A P T E R  4

Tracking to Sea (in the Anthropo-scene)

Do not say that I’ll depart tomorrow—
even today I am still arriving.

Look deeply: every second I am arriving
to be a bud on a Spring branch,
to be a tiny bird, with still-fragile wings,
learning to sing in my new nest,
to be a caterpillar in the heart of a flower,
to be a jewel hiding itself in a stone.

I still arrive, in order to laugh and to cry,
to fear and to hope,
the rhythm of my heart is the birth and death
of all that are alive.

—Thich Nhat Hanh, from “Please Call Me By My True Names”

117

I N 2009,  the conservation organizations Birdlife International and Wildlife 
Conservation Society (WCS) partnered to produce a digital text called the 
Atlas of the Patagonian Sea: Species and Spaces. The Atlas was created to aid in 
policy decisions related to fisheries management and the designation of trans-
portation routes within the Patagonian Sea, which ranges from southern Bra-
zil (on the Atlantic side) to southern Chile and is increasingly threatened by 
development and overfishing. Significantly, the Atlas is also the first-ever such 
work created largely by tracking the movements of seabirds, marine mam-
mals, and sea turtles in the area. These marine species were outfitted with 
remote tracking devices for a ten-year period, and the resulting satellite data 
were then used to help compile the Atlas.

In this chapter, I analyze the Atlas, understanding it from the related per-
spectives of material rhetoric and new material feminisms. That is, similar 
to the analysis in chapter 2, I understand the Atlas as an artifact of visual-
material rhetoric that participates in and performs the larger, relational intra-
actments of material discursive practice. In doing so, and in using the Atlas 
as an illustrative case, I also consider how cartographic practice, when under-
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stood as a rhetorical knowledge-making endeavor that is part of larger mate-
rial discursive practices, can help enact configurations of ethical obligation 
and marine species and ecosystem protection by advocating for nonhuman 
animal bodies residing in the spaces represented through the map. Ultimately, 
I argue that the Atlas helps move us incrementally closer to visualizing a post-
human conservation.

In arriving at these broader conclusions, I explore an approach to environ-
mental rhetoric that is located at the intersections of animal studies,1 critical 
cartography,2 and visual-material rhetorics, or an approach to visual rhetoric 
attuned not only to the persuasive components of visual artifacts but also to 
the ways in which considerations of spaces, bodies, and materiality specifi-
cally influence the rhetorical analysis of the visual (Propen, Locating). Fur-
ther yet, to consider the intra-actions of spaces, bodies, technologies, and 
elemental environments that constitute the Atlas, or this specific configura-
tion of material discursive practice, then raises questions of agency, or how 
and to what extent these various agential components, including the bodies of 
marine species, participate and intra-act in the material discursive practices 
of world-making. In referencing the notion of “intra-action,” I again draw on 
Barad, who notes that “in contrast to the usual ‘interaction,’ which assumes 
that there are separate individual agencies that precede their interaction, the 
notion of intra-action recognizes that distinct agencies do not precede, but 
rather emerge through, their intra-action” (Meeting 33).

To arrive, then, at these conclusions about how visual-material rhetorical 
artifacts like the Atlas constitute specific configurations that participate in the 
intra-actions of material discursive practice requires a few steps along the way. 
Drawing on Michel Foucault’s theory of heterotopias and Carole Blair’s theory 
of material rhetoric, I first situate rhetorical artifacts as not merely textual but 
also visual and material—as spatial. It is here that I also describe the related 
textual work of the Atlas with more specificity. Subsequently, from the vantage 
point of new material feminisms, in situating the Atlas as a visual-material 
rhetorical artifact, I likewise understand it as one component of the broader 
material discursive practices underpinning efforts to protect the Patagonian 
Sea and its marine life—one that not only involves the intra-actions of scien-
tists, technologies, marine species, and ecosystems, but that also foregrounds 
questions of power and accountability in knowledge-making practices. I thus 
understand humans, nonhuman animals, environments, and technology as 
intra-acting in the co-construction of knowledge-making related to the Atlas. 
They constitute the entangled components of material discursive practice that, 
following Alaimo and Barad, are part of the material world, the differential 
mattering of the universe, and ultimately, as such, the very substance of self, 
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prompting necessary concern for our ethical obligation to the species with 
whom we share our worlds.

Following Barad, Braidotti, and Wolfe’s notions of posthumanism, I 
also argue that a posthuman “co-presence” helps make possible these spe-
cific configurations of knowledge-making that are also attentive to the lives 
of nonhuman animals. Moreover, I argue that a visual-material, posthuman 
environmental rhetoric informed by the principles of compassionate conser-
vation, especially the tenet that every body matters, can help make salient the 
implications of these discursive practices and subsequently prompt additional 
consideration of the implications of agential realism for nonhuman marine 
species who participate in material discursive practice in ways that matter 
very much to the shape of these knowledge-making projects. Ultimately, this 
chapter endeavors to conceptualize what a posthuman conservation might 
look like.

THE ATLAS AS VISUAL-MATERIAL RHETORIC

For Carole Blair, material rhetoric involves looking beyond a text’s symbolic 
meaning to also consider its broader consequences on bodies in the world. In 
redefining what counts as a text, Blair considers the impacts and consequences 
that texts can have in the rhetorical situation. To this end, she questions “the 
significance of the text’s material existence,” its “degrees of durability [and] 
modes or possibilities of reproduction or preservation,” and most important, 
how the text impacts bodies in the world (30).

While Blair refers to the text’s impacts on people specifically, I extend her 
inquiry to consider the text’s influence on nonhuman bodies as well. Based 
on these ideas, I understand “text” not only in the more traditional sense of 
printed words on the page but also as multimodal, or as combining visual, 
material, auditory, or digital information. Many forms of visual rhetorical 
texts, like memorials and maps, are also material, in terms of the broader 
consequences they can have in the world—not only in terms of the potential 
physicality of the text itself, say, as a marked path that guides visitors’ expe-
riences of a park, but also in the ways that their knowledge claims have the 
capacity to affect bodies through their portrayals of space or their involvement 
in policy-making, for instance.

Cartographic practice, when considered as both a rhetorical endeavor and 
a conservation effort, can provide a clear lens through which to understand 
the role that visual-material artifacts can play in environmental and wildlife 
conservation efforts and policy-making. In particular, conservation mapping 
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is one area of cartographic practice that implicitly understands mapping as a 
rhetorical activity compatible with the considerations of visual-material, envi-
ronmental rhetoric. Likewise, to pair Blair’s earlier theory of material rhetoric 
with Foucault’s theory of heterotopias helps us to understand rhetoric’s pur-
view as not constrained to the realm of the textual but rather as open to the 
realm of the visual and material—of the spatial. From here, we move more 
easily toward intra-action. That is, as I argued in chapter 3, to understand the 
map as both rhetorical and heterotopic is a first step toward a larger focus on 
embodied relationship and ideas about agency as they pertain to human and 
nonhuman animal relationships in Anthropocene technoscience.

Conservation mapping refers to spatial practices that designate “geograph-
ical areas as relevant for conservation” (Harris and Hazen 52). The reliance 
on maps to designate conservation areas may inadvertently perpetuate the 
idea that human and nonhuman animals should be viewed as separate, over-
emphasize boundaries, or perpetuate “an overly-fixed and static approach to 
conservation” (Harris and Hazen 56–57). Conservation mapping, like criti-
cal cartography, understands mapping as always already “reflective of, and 
productive of, power” (Harris and Hazen 63). As discussed also in earlier 
chapters, to view the map as power-laden, fraught with multiple meanings in 
tension, or representative of heterogeneous, contested spaces, is compatible 
with Michel Foucault’s notion of heterotopias, or heterotopic space.3

To briefly review, Foucault states that we all reside in heterogeneous 
spaces—that “we do not live in a kind of void, inside of which we could place 
individuals and things”; rather, “we live inside a set of relations that delineates 
sites which are irreducible to one another and absolutely not superimposable 
on one another” (23). We can try to characterize these sites by “looking for the 
set of relations by which a given site can be defined” (23). Such sites have com-
mon but multiple uses, and are frequented by various bodies with various sets 
of sometimes common, sometimes competing goals. In particular, Foucault is 
interested in those sites “that have the curious property of being in relation 
with all the other sites, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert the 
set of relations that they happen to designate, mirror, or reflect” (24). I argue 
here, initially, that the map counts as a version of heterotopic space in that 
more representational sense, as it makes salient a particular “real” territory, 
and often juxtaposes and conveys multiple arguments or ideas about a place. 
Such ideas are often borne out of knowledge claims that result in competing 
or contested discourses about what counts as the most “accurate” representa-
tion of a single territory.

More importantly, however, to understand the map as heterotopic is also 
to understand it as always already intra-acting in material discursive practice. 
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Thus, we may conceptualize maps and images not merely as depicting the 
“reality” they set out to represent, but also as participating more agentially and 
intra-actively in the relational enactments of world-making. Thus, to under-
stand heterotopias as materially rhetorical allows for an understanding of het-
erotopic space as intra-active and as affecting the bodies inhabiting that space.

With these ideas in mind, this chapter takes the Atlas of the Patagonian Sea 
as its primary artifact of analysis, with a specific focus on how mapping proj-
ects implicitly portray particular species and places, and how such mapping 
practices, in configuring and perpetuating rhetorical, heterotopic representa-
tions, can impact the lives and futures of the nonhuman animals represented 
through them. Subsequently, I consider the questions of agency that arise 
when humans, nonhuman animals, and technology intra-act and communi-
cate in the co-construction of knowledge-making related to the Atlas, and 
ultimately consider what this might mean for how we might conceptualize a 
posthuman conservation.

ON DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

The Atlas is a complex heterotopic representation of the Patagonian marine 
ecosystem and the species that reside within it. Available to the public online 
at http://atlas-marpatagonico.org/, the site’s message is presented through a 
combination of text and images that work together to argue for the conserva-
tion of the Patagonian Sea and its marine species. As the editors of the Atlas 
explain: “The Patagonian Sea . . . is a unique, highly productive ocean which 
is plentiful in species of high aesthetic, ecological and economic value” (Fala-
bella et al., “The Atlas”). This statement speaks to the value and interconnect-
edness of ecosystem, humans, and nonhuman animals, and also provides a 
rationale for the Atlas’s inclusion of the two distinct but interconnected pri-
mary sections, “Species” and “Spaces.”

In addition to these two main sections, the Atlas includes nine additional 
links that appear at the bottom of every page within the site. Five of these nine 
pages provide context related to the “Spaces” and “Species” sections, and are 
titled “The Atlas,” “The Maps,” “GIS,” “Threats to Biodiversity,” and “Impor-
tant Marine Areas.” The other four pages provide copyright and supporting 
information. These additional sections also convey explicit and implicit argu-
ments about the value of the Patagonian marine ecosystem and its resident 
species that are, in many cases, rooted in a combination of ethical, ecologistic, 
and naturalistic attitudes.
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While I consider the information provided throughout the Atlas as inte-
gral to the rhetorical power of the work as a whole, it is beyond the scope of 
this chapter to analyze the Atlas in full. Thus, I have chosen to delimit the 
parameters of my analysis to what I understand as representative sections of 
the work. I focus specifically on the first page of the “Species” section, “Wan-
dering Albatross,” and material from the “GIS” page that speaks to the rela-
tionships among humans, marine mammals, and remote satellite technologies. 
Finally, I invoke ideas and concepts from throughout the rest of the Atlas as 
they are relevant to my overall discussion or help to contextualize points made 
in the Atlas itself. I feel that such a focus adequately allows for an exploration 
of the concerns central to this chapter; namely, it allows for an exploration 
of the questions of agency that arise when humans, nonhuman animals, and 
technology intra-act and communicate in the co-construction of knowledge-
making, and ultimately, the implications of such knowledge-making for how 
we might come to conceptualize a posthuman conservation.

THE RHETORICAL WORK OF MAPS AND PHOTOS IN  
THE “SPECIES” SECTION

The “Species” section describes the “use of the Patagonian Marine Ecosys-
tem by seabirds and marine mammals” (Falabella et al., “Home”). The editors 
implicitly convey an ecological perspective that understands the natural world 
as a system in which humans, wildlife, and habitats are interconnected when 
they note that “these top predators require considerable space and resources 
and are vulnerable to many human activities. This makes them good indi-
cators of the status of conservation of the ecosystem” (Falabella et al., “The 
Atlas”). In this view, the ecosystem is not seen as separate from the lives, uses, 
and needs of marine mammals and seabirds, nor is it seen as impervious to 
the impacts of human use.

The marine species described in this section fall within the five main cat-
egories: albatrosses, petrels, penguins, pinnepeds (seals and sea lions), and 
marine turtles. Each category contains between one and five species. For 
example, listed under the first category of “Albatross” are the wandering alba-
tross, northern royal albatross, black-browed albatross, grey-headed albatross, 
and light-mantled albatross. Each species is given its own page, which typ-
ically includes two to five visual representations (such as photographs and 
maps) and one textual description of the species being described. I describe 
the wandering albatross page here, to provide a sense of how pages in this sec-
tion are organized and the arguments they make.
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The wandering albatross page contains a photograph4 of the albatross, fol-
lowed by four maps that describe nesting sites, principal feeding areas, and 
distribution and usage data from spring to summer, and autumn to winter, 
respectively (Falabella et al., “Wandering Albatross”).

The photo depicts a portrait of the wandering albatross in flight above the 
ocean (Suter). Clicking on the image enlarges the photo, revealing the entirety 
of the bird’s body as it soars beautifully above the ocean, making salient its 
impressive wingspan. The albatross is pictured thriving in its natural environ-
ment, and through the photo’s composition, which provides a view of the bird 
soaring over the ocean with its wings fully extended, viewers get a sense of the 
bird’s uniquely impressive aesthetic characteristics.

Drawing on concepts from W. J. T. Mitchell’s Picture Theory and Barthes’s 
Camera Lucida, Quinn R. Gorman suggests, in his essay in the collection Eco-
see, that environmental photographs such as the albatross one depict nature 
in terms that encapsulate or embody both realist and social constructionist 
perspectives. That is, not unlike Ulman in chapter 2, Gorman complicates the 
rhetorical work of nature photography when noting two seemingly polarized 
positions related to the representational work of photography. He describes 
those who advocate “scientific or literary realism who believe that with the 
proper care there can be a more or less mimetic relationship between signs 
and ‘natural’ referents, [and] social constructionists who believe in the inevi-
tably arbitrary, cultural, and constructed character of signs and sign systems, 
however carefully crafted or functional” (241). This creates a double bind. 
Either, he says, we “allow the world to be captured by the discourse of real-
ism, which asserts the competence of representational mimesis to reproduce 
the world in words, or we allow it to be captured by the discourse of textuality, 
which claims that the interests of a natural Other are inevitably and utterly 
invaded by our own cultural baggage” (241). Instead, Gorman argues that pho-
tography “can supply the ground for a representational ethics that resists the 
very possibility of a complete capture of the natural,” even if, following Barthes, 
it cannot provide the “specter of absolute freedom” or a fully “unobstructed 
view” (Gorman 242, emphasis in original).

To understand environmental photography in this more nuanced way 
helps us understand the medium not only as rhetorical but also as always 
already intra-acting in material discursive practice; thus, such an under-
standing helps us conceptualize maps and images as not merely depicting 
the “reality” they set out to represent but also, more agentially, as participat-
ing intra-actively, as implicated in “matters of practices, doings, and actions” 
(Barad, Meeting 135). As Karen Barad also reminds us, “even when apparatuses 
are primarily reinforcing, agency is not foreclosed” (178). Thus, paradoxically, 
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the albatross’s inclusion in the Atlas at once marks its body as vulnerable, as 
the Atlas also attempts to advocate on behalf of this vulnerable species.

Moreover, for Barthes, Gorman says, 

there is room for and value in investigating the rhetoric of the message 
without a code, for delineating not how it functions as a simple vehicle for 
connotation, but rather how it can exist for spectators as a magic, and he 
determines that this is both the genius of photography and the locus of 
effects that determine which photographs matter to him. Certain photo-
graphs, he claims, exert an attraction based upon their ability to move a 
viewer. (245) 

As Gorman notes, the “attraction of photography, then, is hinged upon an 
effect we could consider rhetorical” (246). Rhetorical artifacts such as photo-
graphs of the physical environment and the bodies that inhabit it, for exam-
ple, help shape “the cultural meaning and categories” that subsequently allow 
humans “to take substantive, positive steps toward change. We can only act 
based upon our understanding of what nature is and how we might protect it,” 
even if those understandings are based on culturally constructed representa-
tions of reality (Gorman 254).

Such ideas are not incompatible with the notion of the image as affectual, 
as haptic, and as a means of sharing or transmitting the elemental. In a man-
ner quite different from the albatross photo discussed in chapter 2, this photo 
also configures an agential cut—one that posits an ontological configuration 
that bears a more affirmative recuperative power. This albatross thrives in its 
natural environment. The close-up image focuses on its facial features—its 
gaze fixed not on a camera but more so on its environment as it glides easily 
and seemingly calmly over a vast expanse of ocean. Clicking on the image to 
enlarge it, viewers get a sense, again, of this creature’s impressive wingspan 
and its place in the world; the image transmits a seemingly peaceful, elemental 
oceanic atmosphere. Here again, nature photography participates in material 
discursive, embodied practice that manifests the agential intra-actments of 
matter. As discussed in chapter 2, this embodied practice, while not impervi-
ous to critiques of representationalism, also constitutes a rhetorical practice 
that enacts the elemental atmosphere of the Patagonian Sea and the bodies 
that inhabit it. The Atlas thus participates in and performs an “environmental 
meshworks,” which, in the rhetorical configurations it helps enact, can also 
potentially help foster more dynamic and ethical relations with our worlds. 
As Cohen reminds us: “Narrative is the intermediary by virtue of which these 
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environmental meshworks, mangles and networks are articulated, docu-
mented, vitalized” (54).

At the same time, there is no complete “capture of the natural”—humans, 
nonhuman animals, technologies, environments, all participate in the intra-
actments that come to constitute visual-material rhetorical artifacts. Which 
configurations bear consequence and why also depends on the context in 
which they are immersed, picked up, carried along, and interpreted. Again, 
though, we see a perhaps common theme emerge with this configuration, 
this environmental meshwork—through its depiction of bodies and matter; 
through its depiction that every body matters. This is an agential performance 
aligned with compassionate conservation; as such, it can help make salient 
these rhetorical entanglements, and ultimately, prompt enactments that can 
help shape productive dialogue and policy making.

To the right of the photograph, viewers will then find the “Nesting Sites” 
map (see figure 2). (See chapter 2 for further discussion of the albatross as a 
vulnerable species.) The purpose of this map is to represent the populations 
of wandering albatross that nest and breed in the Patagonian Marine Ecosys-
tem. Latitudes and longitudes are visible along the map’s x and y axes, respec-
tively, and a legend in the top left corner orients readers toward North and 
notes a scale of 1 centimeter to 340 kilometers. Landforms and surrounding 
ocean are shown in grayscale, presumably in order to emphasize the use 
of green and blue to communicate information about albatross populations 
studied and represented. Consistent with this reading and the information 
conveyed in the map’s caption, the bright green dot and blue text represent 
the nesting colonies of wandering albatrosses on the Island of South Geor-
gia5 and the “percentage of the world population that each area represents 
relative to the total number” (Falabella et al., “The Maps”). Blue text also 
refers to “populations for which the Atlas provides distribution data”; thus, 
the blue text that reads “Is. Georgias del Sur: 18%,” in combination with 
the green dot, means that the Atlas provides distribution data related to 
populations of wandering albatross residing on the Island of South Geor-
gia. Further, the text to the right of the map notes that the “world breeding 
population” of wandering albatrosses is “estimated at only 8,050 pairs” and 
that the species was designated “vulnerable” in 2008 by the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature; thus, if the wandering albatross colonies 
on the Island of South Georgia represent 18 percent of the world popula-
tion of wandering albatross, and the world breeding population is estimated 
at 8,050 pairs, the Atlas provides distribution data for approximately 1,149 
pairs of wandering albatross, or the 18 percent of the world’s population that 
nest on the Island of South Georgia. The blue circle around the green dot 
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represents the “colonies of origin” of the wandering albatrosses studied “with 
remote tracking devices.” In other words, the wandering albatrosses studied 
and represented in the Atlas originated in colonies in and around the Island of 
South Georgia (Falabella et al., “The Maps,” “Wandering Albatross”; Croxall, 
Trathan, and Phillips, “Regional Nesting”).

Following the “Nesting Sites” map are three maps that show the princi-
pal feeding areas and seasonal usage areas (spring-summer and autumn-win-
ter) for the wandering albatross. The purpose of these maps is, ultimately, to 
demonstrate that the Continental Shelf and Continental Slope (areas of ocean 
closer to and farther from the coast, respectively) are important habitats for 
marine species throughout the year, regardless of seasonal variation or migra-
tion and nesting patterns. To demonstrate the albatrosses’ reliance on the shelf 
and slope regions, researchers used the GIS data gleaned from tracking the 
migratory and foraging trips made by these birds to create what are called 
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FIGURE 2. Regional nesting sites of the wandering albatross (Diomedea exulans). Datos: 
J. Croxall, P. Trathan y R. Phillips. En: falabella, V., Campagna, C., y Croxall, J. (Eds). 2009. 
Atlas del Mar Patagónico. Especies y Espacios. Wildlife Conservation Society y BirdLife 

International. http://www.atlas-marpatagonico.org.

PROPEN_3rd proof.indb   126 5/25/2018   10:37:58 AM



“density distributions and utilisation distribution contours” that “indicate the 
distribution range of the animals studied and the areas with similar prob-
abilities of occurrence” (Falabella et al., “The Maps”). The researchers define 
geographical information systems, or GIS, as “a set of tools that allows geo-
graphically referenced information to be stored, edited, analysed, integrated, 
shared and displayed” (Falabella et al., “GIS”). Using GIS, researchers were 
able to take remote tracking data from the birds’ migratory and foraging trips, 
and from that data make estimations about patterns of usage and where the 
birds are most and least likely to congregate. These estimations can be con-
verted using what is called the “kernel density” feature in GIS, to create maps 
that show broader density distribution and usage patterns (“How Kernel Den-
sity”). In the case of the maps in the Atlas, utilization distribution contours 
are represented at intervals of 50 percent, 75 percent, and 95 percent density. 
As the researchers describe:

The darkest areas (50%) identify the zones where individuals remained 
for the longest time. Therefore, the 50% contour reveals the areas of high-
est density or probability of occurrence (they do not necessarily indicate 
the zones where individuals feed, but do indicate areas of intense use). 
As we expand the area of the contour to the 75% or 95% zones, the distri-
bution range where the probability of occurrence is lowest can be seen. 
Lines indicate the complete distribution range (100%). (Falabella et al., 
“The Maps”)

In the “Principal Feeding Areas” map (see figure 3), it is clear that the Conti-
nental Slope and the Argentine Basin compose the primary feeding area, or the 
area of most “intense use,” for the wandering albatross. These regions are high-
lighted in dark teal, or the 50 percent contour, as the legend indicates, and thus 
represent the area of highest density for the albatross. The text in the map’s 
caption supports this reading, stating: “The slope and the Argentine Basin are 
the principal feeding areas for the Wandering Albatross from South Georgia 
year round. Unlike other albatrosses, there is little use of shallow waters on the 
continental shelf ” (Croxall, Trathan, and Phillips, “Principal”). The caption 
also invokes the use of remote tracking technology to monitor marine species, 
noting that the data used to create this map are based on 105 trips made by 
both male and female wandering albatrosses residing on the Island of South 
Georgia.

The maps on the wandering albatross page provide evidence for this sea-
bird’s heavy reliance on the Continental Slope. The seasonal usage and distri-
bution patterns in the Spring-Summer and Autumn-Winter maps continue 
to depict heavy usage of the Continental Slope by both sexes of wandering 
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albatross. Combined with photographs of the albatross, data about its vulner-
able status, and additional text that describes its primary diet of squid and 
fish, noting also, for example, that albatrosses will “follow vessels frequently, 
competing with other species to take advantage of fishing discards,” the ele-
ments of the page together convey not only the aesthetic value of the wander-
ing albatross and the importance of the ecosystem for this species, but also 
the precarious status of the species as well as its risky interactions with and 
reliance on the fishing industry (Falabella et al., “Wandering Albatross”). In 
other words, the wandering albatross page configures the Continental Slope 
as a heterotopic, contested space that this species must negotiate.
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FIGURE 3. Wandering albatross (Diomedea exulans): Principal feeding areas in the 
Patagonian Sea. Datos: J. Croxall, P. Trathan y R. Phillips. En: falabella, V., Campagna, C., y 
Croxall, J. (Eds). 2009. Atlas del Mar Patagónico. Especies y Espacios. Wildlife Conservation 

Society y BirdLife International. http://www.atlas-marpatagonico.org.
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Moreover, researchers converted data about the albatrosses’ trips into maps 
that show the areas of ocean most critical to these birds’ ability to thrive. From 
a material feminist perspective, tracking devices participate in paradoxically 
embodied knowledge-making; that is, they allow the albatrosses’ movements 
to be recorded and reproduced in the form of visual-material environmental 
accounts that make bodies visual and visible through the mobilization of power 
relations that leverage the body in the name of advocacy. In this way, as Teston 
argues, “wearable technologies, even as they afford access to certain kinds of 
body data, are nonhuman actors that intra-act with other structural conditions 
to determine whose bodies count” (“Rhetoric” 253). The tracking devices uti-
lized in the production of the Atlas similarly participate in those paradoxical 
practices of visualization in which vulnerable bodies are simultaneously made 
more vulnerable through practices of revealing, and yet are perceived as more 
easily protected, and worthy of advocating for, through these very practices. 
That is, in making these species vulnerable through the practices of visualiza-
tion, these practices also, paradoxically, seek to engage our curiosity about 
nonhuman animals through more relational modes of knowledge-making.

REMOTE TRACKING TECHNOLOGY, VISUAL-MATERIAL 
ENVIRONMENTAL RHETORICS, AND THE CONSERVATION 

OF MARINE SPECIES: TOWARD A POSTHUMAN, 
COMPASSIONATE CONSERVATION

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the Atlas thus pertains to the manner 
in which much of its cartographic data was collected. Again, the Atlas is the 
first of its kind to use remote tracking technologies to monitor and record the 
trips made by species of marine mammals, marine turtles, and seabirds in the 
region. While the maps in the “Spaces” and “Species” sections provide the orga-
nizational framework for the Atlas itself, the page describing the researchers’ 
use of GIS technology contains some of the Atlas’s most rhetorically powerful 
imagery related to the remote tracking of marine species and the intra-activi-
ties that catalyze the emergence of the rhetorical configuration that is the Atlas.

As the researchers describe, the GIS database used to create the density 
maps houses “285,000 localisations, describing thousands of migratory and 
foraging trips of seabirds, marine mammals and sea turtles” (Falabella et al., 
“GIS”). Researchers used a variety of remote tracking technologies to record 
the trips of these marine species: “Most of these data were obtained by satel-
lite transmitters (PTT), although geolocators (GLS) and recorders for global 
positioning systems (GPS) were also deployed” (Falabella et al., “GIS”). Jux-

 T R AC k I N g TO S E A ( I N T H E A N T H R O P O - S C E N E )  •  129

PROPEN_3rd proof.indb   129 5/25/2018   10:37:58 AM



taposed with this discussion of remote tracking technology is a photo of an 
elephant seal with a satellite tracking device placed on its head (see figure 4). 
The photo also includes a caption that describes the placement of the device 
from a technical perspective: “At sea, when elephant seals surface to breathe, 
only the head emerges above water. Thus, the instruments must be placed on 
it to allow a transmission to the satellites. In other species (such as birds), 
the back is the most suitable location to deploy transmitters” (Falabella et 
al., “GIS”).

As I discuss more below, I suggest that the photo of the elephant seal in 
many ways constitutes a visual analog for how we might understand the work of 
the apparatus in the agential realist account. That is, in a manner theoretically 
similar to but topically different from Jordan’s albatross photos, this image like-
wise, following Alaimo, “discloses trans-corporeality” (Exposed 130). In doing 
so, it helps us conceptualize tracking technologies neither as “mere instruments 
or devices that can be deployed as neutral probes of the natural world,” nor as 
human manifestations or human/nonhuman assemblages (Barad, Meeting 142). 
Rather, for Barad, such apparatuses are material discursive phenomena; they 
are “open-ended practices” that are always-already reconfiguring our worlds 
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FIGURE 4. Elephant seal with satellite tracking device. Photograph courtesy of Victoria 
Zavattieri. falabella et al. Atlas of the Patagonian Sea. Species and Spaces, 2009.
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(170). Thus, as described also in chapter 2, we may understand images, imag-
ing procedures, human bodies, animal bodies, and elemental space as bound 
up in “material-discursive practices—causal intra-actions through which matter 
is iteratively and differentially articulated, reconfiguring the material-discursive 
field of possibilities and impossibilities in the ongoing dynamics of intra-activity 
that is agency” (Barad 170, emphasis in original).

If apparatuses are open-ended practices that configure worlds in specific 
ways, we must also, following Teston, consider that apparatuses intra-act with 
the structural conditions of their possibility in ways that have corporeal, “on-
the-ground” implications for whose bodies count and how they count. That is, 
material intra-action does not preclude ethical practice, as Alaimo also reminds 
us (Exposed 133). Thus, as I discuss next, the researchers’ attention to the specific 
placement of remote sensing devices on the bodies of marine species speaks not 
only to the history and shifting approaches of using tracking technologies in 
wildlife research, but also to their own attention to ethical practice, and to the 
ways that humans, nonhuman animals, environments, and technology intra-
act agentially in the configuring of posthuman knowledge-making related to 
the Atlas.

Wildlife Tracking and Compassionate Conservation as  
Embodied Practice

Discussions of tracking wildlife for conservation gained ground in the early 
1970s, around which time legislation like the National Environmental Policy 
Act of 1969, the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972, and the Endangered 
Species Act of 1973 began emphasizing “science and technology as the most 
promising means of mitigating the effect on wild animals of growing human 
populations and levels of consumption” (Benson 2). Initial attempts in the 
1960s to radio-tag dolphins explored “the relationship between vocalizations 
and behavior” in marine mammals, though the technology at that point made 
such efforts “barely feasible” (Benson 140). Early tracking technologies like 
acoustic tags were eventually ruled out “because of concerns about the ani-
mals’ dependence on sound for communication and navigation” (Benson 142). 
Additionally, marine mammals often required capture in order to attach the 
devices. Later developments in the early 1990s made tagging more feasible and 
“non-intrusive,” as newer tags could be “attached to free-swimming whales by 
suction cup” (Benson 174–75). This shift toward and interest in less intrusive 
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practices in wildlife telemetry is consistent with the broader goals of compas-
sionate conservation.6

The Atlas researchers likewise took measures to reduce as much as pos-
sible any intrusion into the lives of the marine species involved in their study. 
I argue here, following Bekoff, that while conservation efforts may never fully 
or entirely be outside the reach or purview of human intervention, humans 
can and ought to practice conservation with a critical awareness that reduces 
as much as, and whenever, possible, intrusion into the lives of the species 
involved. I argue that such awareness and efforts, using the Atlas as a case 
in point, can move us closer toward visualizing a posthuman conservation 
informed by the principles of compassionate conservation.

The researchers’ protocol for attaching the satellite tracking device to the 
seals tracked for the Atlas project did require some mode of human interven-
tion; however, the seals were not physically harmed during the protocol, and 
efforts were made to minimize their disturbance.7 In brief, “the procedure 
involved approaching a sleeping or resting seal, injecting the drug and retreat-
ing quickly, requiring less than 1 min to perform. The behavior of the subject 
was then observed at a distance to decrease disturbance during induction. 
Immobilizations were done at low tide as a safety measure to prevent seals 
from moving to the ocean during the induction phase” (Campagna et al. 1795). 
The tracking devices were then “attached on the head with marine epoxy . . . 
to facilitate transmission of location as the animal surfaced between dives. 
Immobilizations were smooth and uneventful; all animals behaved normally 
within 2 h of the injection” (Campagna et al. 1795). On the one hand, again, 
this approach does involve some mode of human intervention into the lives 
of marine species; on the other hand, the researchers’ approach to tagging is 
far less intrusive than earlier approaches chronicled by Benson, for instance, 
or other possible current approaches, and the researchers sought to reduce 
disturbance as much as possible.

As Bekoff argues, to engage in fieldwork, or to study animals in their natu-
ral habitats, “is far better than studying animals in cages and labs. Yet fieldwork 
can also be invasive, and the current regulations used to protect animals are 
not enough. In order to study wild animals and track their habits, scientists not 
only observe animals as unobtrusively as they can but also capture individuals, 
measure them, weigh them, evaluate their health, often tag them, and release 
them” (Animal 154–55). The Atlas researchers were indeed attentive to these 
issues, and their approach did not entail any capture/release, relocation, or sur-
gical implantation. They also took measures to reduce as much as possible the 
actual duration of the encounter, approached these species in their own setting, 
and conducted observations from a distance whenever possible.
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Moreover, by tracking these marine species remotely, and by using tech-
nologies that are as minimally intrusive as possible, the researchers aimed to 
gather knowledge that reflects the lives and behavior of these species in their 
natural environment. As Bekoff further acknowledges: “Admittedly, it’s a diffi-
cult situation because we need to do research to learn more about the animals 
we want to understand and protect. But we can always do it more ethically and 
humanely—to make sure we don’t harm animals in our pursuit of knowledge 
about them, and to be sure that the information we collect reflects their actual 
needs and behavior in the wild” (Animal 156–57). For example, recent research 
has also indicated a need to further examine “the behavioral effects of external 
devices on cetaceans with reference to pretagging behavior” (Jewell 504). One 
such study noted “changes in log-rolling behavior, roll duration, dive duration, 
daily food intake, and surfacing areas” of a single harbor porpoise, following 
the attachment of a radio transmitter to its dorsal fin (Jewell 504). As Zoe 
Jewell argues, while more invasive methods have clearly contributed to knowl-
edge in conservation biology, researchers must still be attentive to the impacts 
of monitoring on “the quality of observations. However, it is often impracti-
cal, given the relative paucity of funding, and urgency of many conservation 
initiatives, to run control observations on unmarked and undisturbed popu-
lations alongside our test subjects” (505). Jewell thus suggests “increased test-
ing and adoption of noninvasive techniques that do not rely on marking and 
cause no disturbance or minimal disturbance” to the individual or the popula-
tion being studied (505).

Such noninvasive research methods also hold potential for involving local 
communities, and not unlike projects of citizen science, the “traditional eco-
logical knowledge of indigenous peoples, honed over millennia, can inform 
more sustainable means of monitoring” (Jewell 506). Here, for instance, Jewell 
considers the ways that scientists might partner with or work alongside local 
communities who may report “sightings or signs of target species” (506). As 
Haraway also writes, “contemporary indigenous people and peoples, in con-
flict and collaboration with many sorts of partners, make a sensible difference” 
(Staying 5). Ultimately, Jewell argues that a critical awareness of an animal’s 
well-being should be a central tenet of research projects that involve the track-
ing of species, and that “conservation science can move forward by recogniz-
ing that ethical treatment of animals improves the quality of data collected 
and the strength of monitoring and management decisions” (506).

While the notion of conducting research in order to “understand and pro-
tect” nonhuman animals still arguably puts humans in a position of privilege, 
an ethic of compassionate conservation complicates this idea by also advo-
cating for a critical awareness for the care and consideration of the lives of 
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individual animals, for a risk-benefit analysis that decenters human interests 
and puts the animal’s best interests at the forefront, and for an ethic of do no 
harm (Bekoff, Animal 157). Nonetheless, as this book has argued, the ability 
to visualize the heretofore unvisualizable through the practices and products 
of technoscience is a complicated and paradoxical enactment of embodied 
communication in which vulnerable bodies are simultaneously made more 
vulnerable through practices of revealing, and yet perceived as more easily 
protected through those very practices—a paradox that materializes through 
an interest in understanding and communicating about our relationships 
with other species through the practices of seeing and tracking that often 
mark our witting or unwitting attempts to control the natural world. Such 
visualization practices are paradoxical in their normalization and mecha-
nisms of control, on the one hand, and in their potential for enacting or 
performing a kind of “embodied communication,” or “becoming with,” on 
the other hand.

While even minimally intrusive research is not a panacea, projects like 
the Atlas do their best to engage species on their own terms, to minimize 
disturbance, and to decenter the human vantage point by visualizing the indi-
vidual habits and routines of our marine kin. As Haraway reminds us, “situ-
ated technical projects and their people” can make important contributions to 
the building of productive worlds, which we may inhabit with our nonhuman 
kin (Staying 3).

The Atlas, for instance, also does important conservation work through its 
decentering of human exceptionalism by way of what Bekoff calls “rewilding” 
(Rewilding). That is, as described earlier, Bekoff ’s compassionate conserva-
tion advocates for a hands-off approach to intervening in the natural world; 
nonetheless, he also recognizes that at the end of the day, humans are likely 
still in a position to make decisions about the lives of nonhuman species. To 
this end, he advocates for what he calls “rewilding projects” (Rewilding). Such 
projects aim to upend human exceptionalism and embrace instead a more 
ecological approach: “Rewilding aims to undo two particularly damaging and 
self-destructive attitudes; one, that humans as a species are ‘better’ and ‘more 
important’ than other animals, and two, that humans are somehow immune 
from the incredible destruction that our activities are causing to the planet” 
(Rewilding 46).

Rewilding thus seeks to work against the domination of humans over 
nature: “It reflects the desire to (re)connect intimately with all animals and 
landscapes in ways that dissolve borders. Rewilding means appreciating, 
respecting, and accepting other beings and landscapes for who or what they 
are, not for who or what we want them to be” (Bekoff, Rewilding 13). A rewild-
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ing project might involve the creation of wildlife bridges or underpasses, such 
that animals “can move freely between fragmented areas,” as opposed to the 
creation of cordoned-off parks or spaces that sequester animals in designated 
areas (12). Thus, while rewilding projects still involve some form of interven-
tion or decision-making, their goal is quite different; rather than reinforcing 
hegemonic structures of domination, they are meant to foster “coexistence 
and compassion for animals and their homes,” as well as a sense of compas-
sion and awareness that softens and redefines the borders in our own interac-
tions with animals (12).

While Bekoff describes rewilding projects as pertaining to the physical 
environment, I argue that the Atlas counts as a conservation project of digital 
rewilding. Moreover, with these ideas in mind, I argue that the Atlas of the 
Patagonian Sea not only represents a move in the direction of compassionate 
conservation research in an age of technoscience, it also speaks to a cultural 
and scientific configuration of knowledge-making in which humans, nonhu-
man animals, technology, and the elemental intra-act agentially in the co-
construction of embodied, visual-material rhetoric.

AGENCY AND POSTHUMAN KNOWLEDGE-MAKING  
IN THE ATLAS

Recent advances in satellite telemetry have continued to shift understandings 
of the technology and its uses, and the Atlas in many ways exemplifies these 
shifting applications and their rhetorical implications. As Benson describes: 
“Instead of being seen as experts whose technologically mediated intimacy 
with wild animals gave them authority to speak on their behalf, scientists 
could now be seen as mediators of a kind of virtual intimacy between indi-
vidual animals and mass audiences, or even as audiences themselves” (190). I 
would extend this argument to add that projects like the Atlas enact and reveal 
a trans-corporeality that is aligned with, or at least moves us closer to, a post-
human notion of conservation.

The Atlas’s photo of the seal with the tracking device, for example, 
undoubtedly engages the viewer and invites a curiosity about the life of this 
creature and its experience in the world. The seal is depicted as part of the 
natural world—seemingly at home in its physical environment and unaware 
of the device it carries. At the same time, from a conservation perspective, the 
device constitutes an intervention into the seal’s existence, its everyday rou-
tine. The photo discloses trans-corporeality by making salient the entangle-
ment of bodies, technologies, and environment in the rhetorical configuration 
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that constitutes the Atlas, or the knowledge made possible through what Ben-
son might describe as this marine creature’s mediated body. I would further 
extend this notion of meditation to suggest an even more holistic, entangled 
agential assemblage—one in which the tracking device is not merely a pros-
thesis, nor is this creature necessarily deemed cyborg; rather, I understand 
humans and nonhuman animals as part of material discursive phenomena, 
in which the intra-actions of humans, nonhuman animals, and technologies 
participate in material discursive practices that configure specific rhetorical 
contexts and artifacts. In this sense, that is, bodies are trans-corporeal and 
“not objects with inherent boundaries and properties; they are material-dis-
cursive phenomena” (Barad, Meeting 153). Such an understanding, however, 
does not exempt further consideration of human and nonhuman agency in 
such accounting practices.

Moreover, not dissimilar to the longer analysis of the photo of the Laysan 
albatross in chapter 2, or the photo of the wandering albatross in this chap-
ter, the photo of the elephant seal, as an artifact of visual-material rhetoric, 
provides a means of sharing elemental space. It reveals to the audience of the 
Atlas the trans-corporeal body in the world—the photo is a configuration of 
agential intra-actment that not only makes salient the embodied, posthuman 
animal body but, in doing so, also makes salient a posthuman knowledge 
borne out of the agential intra-actments of humans, marine species, environ-
ments, and technologies. This posthuman knowledge-making is complicated 
in its multilayered embrace, or in what Boyle might refer to as the charac-
teristic “betweenness” that it performs (“Writing” 540). With this, I also feel 
compelled to note that the “betweenness” I describe, and the Atlas’s agential 
intra-actments, make salient a posthuman knowledge that embraces neither 
humanism nor antihumanism, and that neatly portrays neither individual 
agency nor a single group’s vision, per se. That is, there is no tidy portrayal 
here. As an artifact of visual-material rhetoric that reveals the complex, trans-
corporeal entanglements of the Anthropocene and the myriad actors, bodies, 
and intra-actions that perform this accounting, the Atlas arguably enacts a 
configuration of what ethical obligation to the Patagonian Sea and its marine 
inhabitants might entail or look like. Again, neither the agential realist, trans-
corporeal account nor its companion understanding of posthumanism nec-
essarily precludes consideration of ethical responsibility. Additionally, such 
understandings further inform how we might conceptualize a posthuman 
conservation.

On the one hand, for instance, the seal photo, taking it again as an exam-
ple, may be seen as reflecting what Cary Wolfe describes as a “humanist post-
humanism,” as it “reinstalls a very familiar figure of the human at the very 
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center of the universe of experience .  .  . or representation” (“From” 148). In 
this view, the photo foregrounds human technological intervention into the 
life of this marine mammal, thus placing the human, or a representation of 
human-attributed action—the ability to track—at the center of the image. On 
the other hand, the photo also posits what Wolfe refers to as a more posthu-
manist version of posthumanism—one that “take[s] seriously the ethical and 
even political challenges of the existence of nonhuman animals” by implic-
itly communicating the vulnerability of these species and the technoscientific, 
conservation-based measures being taken to help allay those threats (“From” 
148).

That is, by situating the Atlas and its concomitant agential components as 
enacting an ethical obligation to help advocate for marine species, the photo 
may be understood as tapping into a trans-corporeality aligned with what 
might be akin to a posthuman environmentalism. At the same time, and not 
necessarily incompatibly, the Atlas implicitly participates in a posthuman-
ist, performative, material discursive practice—one that does not understand 
ethical obligation as individually sourced, per se, but that does not preclude 
broader, more complex considerations of ethical obligation in material dis-
cursive practice, either.

Barad proposes a “posthumanist performative approach to understanding 
technoscientific and other naturalcultural practices that specifically acknowl-
edges and takes account of matter’s dynamism” (Meeting 135, emphasis in 
original). As described in earlier chapters, this approach moves away from 
questions of whether a representation such as a map accurately depicts the 
“reality” it sets out to depict, and closer toward “matters of practices, doings, 
and actions” (135). These active, or intra-active, posthuman practices circu-
late in ways that constitute multispecies entanglements and can help foster 
the sort of “becoming with” that Haraway argues is necessary for productive 
world-making; that Bekoff sees as necessary for compassionate conservation; 
and that is part of agential realism’s purview, especially when aligned also with 
the concerns of trans-corporeality. Again, as Boyle not dissimilarly describes, 
in drawing also on Rickert’s work: “The key for a posthumanist rhetoric .  .  . 
is an acknowledgment of a kind of betweenness among what was previously 
considered the human and nonhuman. Such a betweenness, it is important 
to note, is irreducible to supplement or prosthesis that had been emphasized 
in early cyborg-inflected critical theory. For rhetoric, a posthumanist orien-
tation helps lead to an ecological or an ‘ambient rhetoric’” (“Writing” 540). 
Thus, Boyle says, “posthumanism aids in rethinking practice as ecological, 
irreducible to an individual’s agency” (540). I agree, and I would add that I 
nonetheless appreciate the notion that posthumanism, like trans-corporeality 
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and agential realism, does not necessarily preclude related considerations of 
agency as they may pertain to ethical obligation, even though such consider-
ations, in this configuration, are only ever one component of a broader agen-
tial puzzle in which multifaceted, agential intra-actions abound.

As Bennett reminds us, distributive agency does not attribute a subject 
“as the root cause of an effect”; rather, she writes, there are “always a swarm 
of vitalities at play” (Vibrant 31–32). Such an understanding does not preclude 
the function of intentionality but likewise does not view it as defining of an 
outcome (32). Nonetheless, Bennett does feel it is possible to consider the role 
that humans might play within the assemblage (38). Boyle, too, argues that an 
individual’s agency is less important for a posthumanist account but that it is 
possible to consider how humans might engage politically or ethically within 
the assemblage (“Writing” 544). Rather, drawing also on Stormer and McG-
reavy, Boyle argues that we need to consider “how we account for practice as 
an exercise of an ecology’s tendencies” in order to increase the capacities of 
those ecologies (544). And Barad also reminds us that technoscience does not 
position us as outside observers of the world; “rather, we are part of the world 
in its ongoing intra-activity” (Meeting 184, emphasis in original).

Given these ideas, the Atlas makes salient several important components 
of an environmental posthumanism. First, in the tradition of Hayles, humans 
have never really been separate from technology; we are bodies enmeshed 
with and who co-construct knowledge with and through technology. Addi-
tionally, the Atlas arguably enacts an “ethics of interaction,” or what Braidotti 
calls “co-presence,” or “the simultaneity of being in the world together” (169). 
Next, the Atlas, through the visualizations it configures, implicitly eschews 
human exceptionalism and advocates a more relational, entangled agency that 
decenters the human vantage point as it assumes, relies on, and leverages a 
curiosity about marine species.

Knowledge projects such as this have the potential, in drawing on Braid-
otti, to redefine “kinship and ethical accountability” in ways that enact ethical 
obligation for our nonhuman kin with whom we share the planet (Braidotti 
103). Again, readers should not mistake my interest in decentering the human 
vantage point for a subsequent sliding into antihumanism or a privileging of 
the nonhuman animal, for as Davis has rightly argued, “flipping the privilege” 
serves to perpetuate structures of domination (137). Rather, I am interested in 
a more ecological coexistence that becomes possible when we momentarily 
tap into the aspects of ethical obligation that trans-corporeality allows for, 
and that agential realism does not preclude, and function instead from a place 
of compassion for and curiosity about the species with whom we share our 
worlds. As Barad also describes: 

138 •  C H A P T E R 4 

PROPEN_3rd proof.indb   138 5/25/2018   10:37:59 AM



There is an important sense in which practices of knowing cannot fully be 
claimed as human practices, not simply because we use nonhuman elements 
in our practices but because knowing is a matter of part of the world mak-
ing itself intelligible to another part. Practices of knowing and being are not 
isolable; they are mutually implicated. We don’t obtain knowledge by stand-
ing outside the world; we know because we are of the world. We are part of 
the world in its differential becoming. (Meeting 185, emphasis in original)

In these ways, the Atlas participates in the differential becoming of the 
world through an implicitly posthumanist, performative approach to techno-
scientific practice, albeit one that also presents an interesting paradox. That 
is, such an approach to technoscientific practice does not claim a “knower” 
external to the natural world or an exterior observational point; it does not 
necessarily or explicitly claim practices of knowing as human practices, 
largely because part of the world reveals itself or makes itself intelligible to 
another part. In this paradoxical agential realist account, the practices that 
help make worlds intelligible also configure nonhuman animals as participat-
ing in material discursive practices in ways that circle back to questions of 
nonhuman subjectivity and agency. That is, the tracking device, as enmeshed 
in posthumanist, technoscientific practice, also marks the vulnerable body, 
and in doing so, arguably intervenes in the seal’s autonomy as an indepen-
dent creature. This idea raises questions about how humans conceptualize the 
autonomy of nonhuman animals—a consideration central to compassionate 
conservation.

In the collection Representing Animals, Marcus Bullock considers that 
humans need nonhuman animals more than nonhuman animals need us; as 
he puts it, “while we may be only an inessential part of their habitat, they are 
an indispensable element of ours. .  .  . As long as we remain out of sight and 
sound and scent, they do not think about us. . . . We are simply a disturbance 
in their lives that would have no existence if it ceased to occur” (106–7). Bull-
ock states that scientific observation has revealed many similarities between 
human and nonhuman animals, “and yet the very study that permits us to 
learn of this similarity also establishes it as a profound form of difference 
between them and us” (107). Thus, he says, we continue to understand “the 
world of an animal” as different from “the world that we construct for our-
selves” (107). Moreover, he suggests, we require this understanding in order to 
justify our relationship with the excesses that make us human: “Our sensory 
apparatus burdens us, as reflexively conscious beings fully aware of time and 
change, with the inescapable demand that we bring that excess to order by all 
the conflicting means of language” (107).
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Arguing against human exceptionalism and anthropocentrism, and 
implicitly for a sort of posthuman, multispecies entanglement, Bullock also 
contends that humans would be remiss in perpetuating “the rigidly assured 
vision that sees nothing but the operation of human knowledge anywhere 
in the universe. The steadfast refusal to see expressiveness anywhere merely 
becomes another species of anthropomorphism,” one that insists on “hearing 
only silence and seeing only empty matter in the language of animal forms” 
(112). Bekoff similarly argues that 

our fellow animals not only think, but they feel—deeply. Animals live and 
move through the world with likes and dislikes and preferences just like 
we do. This is not being anthropomorphic. We’re not inserting something 
human into them that they don’t have. It doesn’t matter whether their 
thoughts and emotions are exactly the same as our thoughts and emotions. 
Both their feelings and ours are essential for a meaningful life. (Animal 76) 

Bekoff says that “what’s truly anthropomorphic is to assume that animals don’t 
think or feel”; this, he says, quoting from Terry Tempest Williams, is “the ulti-
mate act of solipsism” (Animal 77).

Barad’s agential realism helps diffuse some of the tensions inherent in 
questions about nonhuman animal agency through its broader understand-
ing of humans, nonhumans, and matter as participating in larger material 
discursive practices in which we all intra-act, and as enacting specific con-
figurations for which we are responsible: “We are responsible for the cuts that 
we help enact not because we do the choosing (neither do we escape respon-
sibility because ‘we’ are ‘chosen’ by them), but because we are an agential part 
of the material becoming of the universe. Cuts are agentially enacted not by 
willful individuals but by the larger material arrangement of which ‘we’ are a 
‘part’” (Meeting 178–79). In this formulation, Willey reminds us, “objectivity 
and agency are bound up with responsibility and accountability—we, produc-
ers of knowledge, are thus bound to consider the possibilities, both enabling 
and violent—of interacting with the world by studying it. In this sense, we 
become responsible not only for the knowledge we seek but for what exists” 
(1008). Finally, Alaimo reminds us that from an ethical perspective, we are 
“always caught up in and responsible for material intra-actions” (Exposed 133). 
Haraway, however, helps us hold a lens to the question of nonhuman animal 
agency more specifically.

In her well-known critique of the National Geographic Channel’s 2004 
television series Crittercam, which followed the lives of marine creatures and 
other nonhuman animals by outfitting them with high-tech video cameras 
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that allowed viewers to see from their perspective, Haraway moves through 
an increasingly complex set of critiques about the knowledge-making accom-
plished through such “world-making encounters”; these critiques ultimately 
culminate in questions of animals’ hermeneutic agency around such projects 
of visualization (When 249). On the surface, Haraway notes, the nonhuman 
marine creatures are the show’s “central protagonists” (250). The camera is 
presented as a high-tech video tool “worn by species on the edge,” and the 
information gathered through such pursuits “come[s] from that sacred-secular 
place of endangerment, of threatened extinction, where beings are needy of 
both physical and epistemological rescue” (252). As Haraway aptly puts it: 
“Reports from such edges have special power” (252). On the surface, then, the 
appeal of Crittercam—both the television series and the technology itself, lies 
in its ability to provide an “immediate experience of otherness, inhabitation 
of the other as a new self, sensation and truth in one package without the pol-
lution of interfering or interacting” (252).

Notable, too, is that the idea for Crittercam came from a graduate student 
who watched a remora (a small suckerfish that attaches itself to larger fish) 
attach itself to a shark; the graduate student, envious of the remora’s “inti-
mate knowledge of shark life,” then built a device that could accomplish a 
similar task (Haraway, When 253). Thus, if we consider the remora as an ana-
log for Crittercam, “then we have to think about just what the relationships 
of human beings are to the animals swimming about with sucker cameras 
on their hides” (253). It is at this point that Haraway feels we begin to move 
beyond the “cartoon ideology of immediacy and stolen selves” to ask more 
intriguing questions about our relationships to nonhuman animals and their 
hermeneutic agency in such technoscientific scenarios (253).

As Haraway points out: “Clearly, the swimming sharks and loggerhead 
turtles are not in a ‘companion animal’ relationship to the people, on the 
model of herding dogs or other critters with whom people have worked out 
elaborate and more-or-less acknowledged cohabitations. The camera and rem-
ora are more about accompanying than companioning” (When 253). So, then, 
if accompaniment is the theme, this raises the larger question that Haraway 
acknowledges is “simple to ask and the devil to answer: What is the semi-
otic agency of the animals in the hermeneutic labor of Crittercam?” (261). 
As Haraway rightly argues, “it shouldn’t take recounting twenty-five years of 
feminist theory and science studies” to understand that these creatures are not 
just “objects” that collect data on behalf of human subjects, and neither are 
they “completely symmetrical actors whose agency and intentionality are just 
cosmetically morphed variants of the unmarked kind called human” (262). 
Rather, she acknowledges a kind of multispecies entanglement not incompat-
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ible with Barad’s agential realism and an understanding of bodies as intra-
acting in broader material discursive practices, replete with “the relentlessly 
fleshly entanglements of this particular techno-organic world” (262).

In questioning, for example, whether marine mammals have agency in 
the fact of their being tracked to learn more about their habits and habitats, 
Haraway argues that technologies and humans adapt to and “cohabit each 
other in relation to particular projects or lifeworlds.  .  .  . I must adapt to the 
specific animals even as I work for years to learn to induce them to adapt to 
me and my artifacts in particular kinds of knowledge projects” (262). Accord-
ing to Don Ihde, she notes that technologies and humans often adapt to one 
another and subsequently contends that “surely the same insight applies to 
the animal-human-technology hermeneutic relation” (262). To conceptualize 
an animal-human-technology hermeneutic relation in such a way then means 
that we “are all enmeshed in hermeneutic labor (and play) by the material-
semiotic requirements of getting on together in specific lifeworlds” (262–63).

Haraway implicitly provides an animal studies–oriented frame for Barad’s, 
Willey’s, and Alaimo’s acknowledgments of our ethical obligation within agen-
tial realist accounts when she argues that “situated human beings have epis-
temological-ethical obligations to the animals. Specifically, we have to learn 
who they are in all their nonunitary otherness in order to have a conversation 
on the basis of carefully constructed, multisensory, compounded languages” 
(When 263). Moreover, Haraway’s call for such “carefully constructed, multi-
sensory, compounded languages” not only harkens back to the concerns of 
compassionate conservation in technoscience but also helps further acknowl-
edge the consequences of visual-material rhetorics; how we make and present 
knowledge about nonhuman animals; and how we understand and conceptu-
alize, implicitly and explicitly, our relationships with them.

Technoscience then participates in the construction of these compounded, 
corporeal, elemental languages and their emergent rhetorical, environmental 
accounts. That is, technologies are always already discursive and compound, 
always comprising multiple, active, interpretive agents at play with one other:

They are composed of diverse agents of interpretation, agents of recording, 
and agents for directing and multiplying relational action. These agents can 
be human beings or parts of human beings . . . , machines of many kinds, or 
other sorts of entrained things made to work in the technological compound 
of conjoined forces. (Haraway, When 250)

Here I would add that we must also be mindful of the necessarily paradoxi-
cal nature of the technological compound in the agential realist account. On 
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the one hand, the projects of technoscience can productively shape knowl-
edge through practices of visualization, and they can productively position 
science and the humanities as on equal footing in the necessarily interdisci-
plinary compassionate conservation account; at the same time, these practices 
of visualization also reveal vulnerable bodies through their striving to protect 
and advocate. Inherent in the paradox is the reminder that every rhetorical 
configuration, every visual-material artifact that participates in and performs 
material discursive practice, has consequences for world-making.

Environmental accounts such as those discussed in this book thus have 
the potential to enact an ethical obligation to animals that, while not the sole 
purview or aim of posthuman knowledge-making, is not precluded by it, 
either. Conservation mapping projects such as the Atlas speak to a cultural 
moment in which tracking technologies participate in material discursive 
practice in ways that intra-act with the bodies and lived experiences of non-
human animals. In many ways, the Atlas constitutes a posthumanist performa-
tive approach to understanding technoscientific practice, and in doing so, also 
moves us incrementally closer to a posthuman conservation. The Atlas, and 
the visual-material rhetorical configuration that it constitutes, enacts a trans-
corporeal, ethical obligation to world-making; in doing so, it invites or even 
instills a curiosity about the physical world around us—specifically, a curiosity 
about the bodies residing in that world, and a curiosity rooted in the desire to 
make that world a better place. That curiosity can help encourage the kind of 
“becoming with” that is compatible not only with Barad’s agential realism and 
Braidotti’s posthumanism but also with Bekoff ’s compassionate conservation.

CONCLUSION

As an artifact of visual-material, environmental rhetoric, the Atlas performs a 
posthuman, material discursive practice that configures a specific enactment 
of what counts as legitimate wildlife conservation in an age of technoscience. 
It is perhaps the quintessential technological compound: at once embodied, 
elemental, multisensory, discursive. The Atlas is a complex heterotopic arti-
fact whose implicit and explicit arguments reflect an anthropocentric com-
petition for resources within an ecosystem traditionally driven by humanistic 
concerns but shared by human and nonhuman animals. As a result, the Atlas 
draws on rationales for conservation that are rooted in combinations of ethi-
cal, utilitarian, ecological, and aesthetic attitudes. The Atlas, then, not only 
performs a contemporary understanding of what counts as culturally credible 
conservation mapping practice in an age of technoscience, but also reflects a 
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curiosity about and a perceived need to better understand the lives of marine 
species and our coexistence with them in a threatened ecosystem. Harris and 
Hazen ask “what is at stake in defining and mapping protected areas for con-
servation” (50). Likewise, Blair questions the significance of the text’s existence 
beyond its immediate role in the rhetorical situation. I argue that the Atlas, 
as a visual-material rhetorical artifact that participates in material discur-
sive practice, not only discloses trans-corporeality, but in doing so, performs 
“rewilding” and thus helps move us incrementally closer to visualizing a post-
human conservation ethic.

That is, conservation in and of itself is not necessarily posthuman. As this 
chapter has endeavored to describe, to move closer to something akin to a 
posthuman conservation requires a letting go of human exceptionalism and 
a decentering of the human vantage point to then embrace the “between-
ness” that rewilds, and thus opens the door to further curiosity about non-
human animal life—that engages with an intersecting gaze, that is interested 
in communicating with, even more so than just seeing from the perspective 
of. A conservation anchored in an ecological approach that not only values 
interconnection but also understands humans, nonhumans, and matter as 
entangled and co-constitutive of world-making is then more akin to a material 
feminist, posthuman conservation that is also compatible with compassionate 
conservation and notions of intra-active agency.

Compassionate conservation acknowledges the interconnectedness of 
humans, nonhuman animals, and places; it acknowledges the need to set aside 
human exceptionalism and consider with curiosity the lives of our nonhuman 
kin. More than just seeing from the perspective of another, compassionate 
conservation is curious about what our fellow species might be thinking—
how our gazes might intersect, and how we might communicate with one 
another in ways that also surrender the need to control and master nature. It 
also acknowledges the constantly shifting configurations of our worlds, sto-
ries in which we play a role but in which we hardly play the leading role, even 
when we think we might.

Moreover, a posthumanism aligned with trans-corporeality and agential 
realism is able to consider ethical responsibility to our worlds in an age of 
technoscience and the Anthropocene—it has the capacity to acknowledge 
human accountability while also decentering human exceptionalism and indi-
vidual agency. Along similar lines, compassionate conservation is about more 
than seeing from another’s perspective—it is about communication, engaging, 
intra-action, and becoming with. A posthuman conservation also informed by 
these ideas would then follow suit.
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The notion of thinking and acting compassionately, however, does imply 
human intentionality and subjectivity, and so compassionate conservation 
does not necessarily set aside the implications of human knowledge-making. 
While Barad’s agential realism is “not aligned with human intentionality or 
subjectivity” (Meeting 177), her notion of agency as intra-action does make 
room for consideration of our ethical responsibilities to the worlds in which 
we coexist with nonhuman animals: “Particular possibilities for (intra-)acting 
exist at every moment, and these changing possibilities entail an ethical obli-
gation to intra-act responsibly in the world’s becoming, to contest and rework 
what matters and what is excluded from mattering” (178). While Barad does 
not necessarily describe what exactly that ethical responsibility might entail, I 
have endeavored to provide some such possibilities here.

I argue, then, that the Atlas constitutes a move in the direction of posthu-
man conservation—it is a technoscience-imbued performance of what it means 
to be curious about the patterns, habits, and routines of our nonhuman kin. 
It is a visual-material, rhetorical consequence of the curiosities of scientists 
enmeshed in material discursive practice—in the curiosities that constitute 
productive world-making. The Atlas is about seeing, but it is also about listen-
ing and imagining; it catalyzes our curiosity in ways that help foster a posthu-
man environmental advocacy—one that, similar to the photos of the Midway, 
allows us to witness in ways that eschew voyeurism and enable a kind of “car-
ing at a distance” (Silk 166) that can inspire transformative knowledge-making 
and more relational ways of understanding the lives of our nonhuman kin.

At the same time, we may never be able to fully call conservation efforts 
“posthuman” in the strictest of senses, for, at the end of the day, such knowl-
edge projects do involve human decision-making to some extent, and they do, 
to varying extents, put humans in positions of power over nonhuman animals 
and nature. However, a compassionate conservation approach would work 
against the hegemonic power structures of human exceptionalism through 
knowledge projects that, like the Atlas, attempt to decenter privilege and work 
with nonhuman species in ways attentive to their lives and well-being. Thus, 
I have sought to demonstrate here some ways that conservation efforts may 
move even closer toward a posthumanist framework, through their willingness 
to acknowledge the operations of power and accountability within the agen-
tial assemblage; in their decentering the perceived needs of humans from the 
conservation equation; and in an understanding of visual-material rhetorical 
artifacts of conservation as mutually constitutive of the spaces and bodies they 
describe. A compassionate conservation approach is implicitly aligned with 
these ideas. A posthuman, compassionate conservation would thus be more 
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attentive to ethical obligation but in a way that likewise eschews human excep-
tionalism and privilege, and understands conservation stories and knowledge 
projects as borne out of the ongoing agential intra-actions of human and non-
human animal bodies, matter, technologies, and environments.

The Atlas takes us to a compound world where technoscience engages 
with the elemental and with bodies in ways that, while arguably constituting 
posthuman knowledge-making—while moving the needle steadily in what I 
argue is a more productive agential direction—still leave room to complicate 
the nature of our relationships with our nonhuman kin. In other words, there 
is always more to ponder and more to learn in the agential realist account. 
How might future confluences of material feminisms and animal communica-
tion further shift our practices of environmental accounting? Or rather, might 
we just leave the accounting practices, the storytelling, up to somebody else 
altogether?

In chapter 5, I begin to consider what it might look like, for instance, when 
animals engage even more fully in their own knowledge projects, unencum-
bered by the techno-curiosities or protective propensities of humans. This is 
not to suggest that the rhetorical consequences of such enactments are either 
fully negative or positive, per se, for this is not a book about the either/or, but 
rather that they constitute different versions, different stories of world-mak-
ing, and that we need all of these accounts to create meaningful, contrasting, 
worldly configurations that can resonate with each other in productive ways. 
As a short prelude to the next chapter, then, I pose the question: If a cockatoo 
uses a stick to drum on a tree hollow in the forest, and no humans are around 
to hear his drumming, is he still a drummer? Perhaps we shall never know, as 
there will likely always be video footage that documents the lives of our feath-
ered kin going about their daily lives among trees not yet felled. Nonetheless, 
as I attempt, next, to draw matters and things to a close, I have a sense, and in 
fact a hope, that we may instead keep the conversation ongoing.
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