
PROGRAM OVERVIEW
SPECULATIVE LIFE RESEARCH CLUSTER SYMPOSIUM 2022

— OCTOBER 21 ST —

10:00 - 
10:15 Welcome and cluster introduction

Jill Didur
Kregg Hetherington 
Speculative Life Co-directors

10:15 - 
11:15 MACHINE AGENCY & SOLAR MEDIA COLLECTIVE

Bart Simon
Fenwick McKelvey
Directors

Siliconned: Playing with Tech Industry Bullshit Robert Hunt
Machine Agencies Twitter Bot Student representatives from COMS 642
Participatory workshop at MUTEK Meaghan Wester, Marek Blottiere, Maurice Jones

Shaping AI project Fenwick McKelvey 
Director

Solar Media Project Michael Iantorno
11:15 COFFEE BREAK
11:30 - 
12:30 CRITICAL ANTHROPOCENE RESEARCH GROUP Jill Didur (Director)

Global Urban Wilds App update & overview of CARG research activities Jill Didur
Director

Inhabiting Alien Worlds: Tropicality, Climate, Race and Viral Incursions Priscilla Jolly
Coordinator

Exploring Ecofeminist Futures through Fiction Kasia Van Schaik
Milieux Postdoc

Rewriting cultural understandings of ecology in contemporary literature Brennan McCracken
Coordinator

Rewriting Exile: Queer/Trans Identity and Postcolonial Future Imaginations (Hassan Ragy)Hassan Ragy
12:30 - 
13:30 LUNCH TIME 

13:30 - 
14:30 CRITICAL PRACTICES IN MATERIALS AND MATERIALITY (BIOLAB)

A collective lexicon of material futures
Brice Ammar-Khodja, Jacqueline Beaumont, Philippe 
Vandal, JeanMichaël Celérier, Matthew Halpenny, Don 
Undeen

14:30 BREAK
14:40 - 
15:40 ETHNO LAB Kregg Hetherington (Director)

The Concordia Ethnography Lab Maya Lamothe-Katrapani
Coordinator

Montreal Waterways Presents: Île-Sainte-Thérèse John Neufeld
Project Coordinator



Infrastructure of Ethnography

Kregg Hetherington 
Director 
Melina Campos Ortiz
Project Coordinator 

Mobilizing Data for Justice Chris Hurl
15:40 COFFEE BREAK
16:00 - 
17:00 GUEST SPEAKER JULIAN STADON

From Augmentation to Ecological Aesthetics: Artistic Methods for Empathetic 
Engagement with Post-Nature

Julian Stadon
artist/designer/curator/researcher/educator

17:00 APERITIF COCKTAIL

CONTRIBUTORS ABSTRACTS
SPECULATIVE LIFE RESEARCH CLUSTER SYMPOSIUM 2022

MACHINE AGENCY & SOLAR MEDIA COLLECTIVE



Siliconned: Playing with Tech Industry Bullshit (Rob Hunt)
Inspired by the prevalence of fraudulent schemes, vapourware, and technological mystification in Silicon Valley, Siliconned is a research-creation project about 
the peculiar and even pernicious rhetoric of the technology industry. A simple party game (akin to Balderdash), Siliconned asks three to six players to channel 
their inner Chief Marketing Officers and flex their creative writing skills. Using the names and mission statements of existing start-ups, the game introduces 
players to the jargon-heavy and orthographically eccentric discursive culture of contemporary high-tech capitalism. Through striving to bamboozle their friends 
by making their pitch more persuasive than a real company’s, players are prompted to consider the discursive qualities and functions of language within the 
venture capital–backed tech industry. This presentation will introduce the game, reflect on the experience of testing it with a range of players, and discuss how 
tech discourse ties into the long, ignominious legacy of snake oil, scams, and empty bullshit in the culture of capitalism.

Machine Agencies Twitter Bot (Student representatives from COMS 642)
Machine Agencies is an experiment between human and machine intelligences. Our research group encourages cooperation and play, resisting the antagonism 
of more instrumental approaches of AI. We engage with posthumanism, experience design, and public policy to find new formats, methods, and commons to 
sustain just, fair, and better worlds. Working with Machine Agencies, students from Dr. McKelvey’s COMS 642 class presents works in progress to imagine 
what a Machine Agencies Twitter account might look like. How Twitter and the wonky agencies of its bots become a form of prototyping new kinds of human-
machine relations?

Solar Media Project (Michael Iantorno)
The Solar Media Project is a student initiated and operated group affiliated with the Milieux Institute for Arts, Culture and Technology at Concordia University 
in Tio’tia:ke/Montréal. Through research-creation and learning-by-doing, we collectively engage in a number of photovoltaic initiatives that reflect the diverse 
interests of our interdisciplinary collective. Against the backdrop of the Internet’s carbon footprint, our project is both an exercise in decarbonizing data storage 
systems and web traffic and a method for envisioning and creating alternative solar-powered infrastructures and speculative designs. Some of our recent 
activities include:
 
●      Building a low-tech photovoltaic web server for hosting websites, databases, sound installations, virtual libraries, and games.
●      Engaging with the Montréal community through events—ranging from public engagement with the PedalBox gallery to public discussions with other local 
research organisations.
●      Repurposing Game Boys and other consumer electronics to create games, experiments, and prototypes that explore real (and imagined) uses of solar 
technologies.
 
For our talk at the Speculative Life Fall Symposium, members of the Solar Media Project will reflect on the first year of the group’s events, activities, and 
conversations. In addition to summarising ongoing work, we will discuss some of the challenges in building photovoltaic technical expertise, pursuing energy 
justice in a highly regulated institutional environment, and collaborating with academic and industry stakeholders. While not a formal workshop or 
demonstration, our presentation will also showcase some of the hardware and software the team has developed—ranging from solar web-server technologies to 
modded videogame consoles.

Participatory workshop at MUTEK (Meaghan Wester, Marek Blottiere, Maurice Jones)
We will present how we collaboratively crafted an experimental workshop for MUTEK Forum 2022 taking inspiration in speculative design and liberating 
structures to ask "How can festivals be collective sites of meaning-making »?

Shaping AI project (Fenwick Mckelvey)
Shaping AI is a multi-national and multi-disciplinary social research project that examines the global trajectories of public discourse on artificial intelligence 
(AI) in four countries (Germany, UK, Canada and France) over a ten-year period 2012-2021. Our presentation introduced how AI in Canada is a cold 
controversy and its implications for controversy studies and AI policy.

CRITICAL PRACTICES IN MATERIALS AND MATERIALITY (BIOLAB)



A collective lexicon of material futures (Brice Ammar-Khodja, Jacqueline Beaumont, Philippe Vandal, Alice Jarry, Jean Michael Celerier, Don 
Undeen) 

With an emphasis on collaborative approaches, collective problematics,  and common methodological grounds, this presentation delves into the research 
projects of the CURC in Critical Practices in Materials and Materiality and the Milieux Speculative Life Biolab. Designed as a series of provocations or 
conceptual relays, the discussion will explore how research-creation that combines with material and environmental science practices can leverage residual, bio-
inspired and bio-composed materials to examine the socio-environmental, aesthetic and political issues related to material and cultural production. In a context 
where ecological urgency requires new forms of interactions between technology, humans and ecosystems, the group will discuss how new critical imaginaries 
can emerge to address the affective as well as the effective aspects of the materialities that surround us. How do artist-researchers and scientists engage together 
to materialize sensory and responsive experiences? How are artistic objects mobilized to co-create new forms of public experimentation? This presentation will 
focus on how an art-science-citizen framework seeks to decompartmentalize knowledge and encourage new social uses of research and creation.
CRITICAL ANTHROPOCENE RESEARCH GROUP
CARG’s primary mandate is to encourage interdisciplinary research projects that examine the cultural, historical, and political roots of human-induced climate 
change with an emphasis on its origins in the history of empire and globalization. These projects include investigations of the potentiality of language, 
narrative, aesthetic forms, and digital and material culture to redirect the culturally embedded positionality of ‘the human’ in the era of the Anthropocene.



"Inhabiting Alien Worlds: Tropicality, Climate, Race, and Viral Incursions" (Priscila Jolly)
Through the genre of speculative fiction, my dissertation examines the traffic between the past and present imaginations of the tropics as geographies of risk. 
From the shifting views of the tropics as paradises of abundance to hotbeds of disease, the project situates how contemporary imaginations of the invasion 
narrative rely on colonial tropes of landscaping associated with the tropics. While the tropics figure as an ‘alien’ landscape in the colonial imagination, 
contemporary invasion narratives employ tropicality to represent physical manifestations of the alien through a triangulation of risk, disease, and biodiversity. 
This confluence highlights how even the current discussions of the climate crisis are overshadowed by the same geographies of risk. The dissertation aims to 
bring to the forefront how past imaginations of the tropics can structure the present by means of three contemporary invasion narratives: Chaga (1995), 
Darwinia (1998) and Area X: The Southern Reach Trilogy (2014)

"Exploring Ecofeminist Futures through Fiction" (Kasia Van Schaik)
My new book We Have Never Lived On Earth explores the constraints facing young women at the beginning of the 21st century, which include the feminist 
backlash of the 1990s and early 2000s, and the growing recognition of climate disaster. The main character, Charlotte, arrives in Canada as a young girl in the 
late 1990s where she must learn to navigate sexuality, friendship, gendered violence—both internalized and externalized—and cultural alienation during these 
formative years. But the world around her is in trouble as well. Earthquakes, wildfires, disappearing islands and animal species, wounded sea creatures, trash 
strewn shores and rising levels of microplastics make up the texture of these stories, creating a sense of threatened futurity. With this book, I want to show how 
our sense of threatened futurity echoes and amplifies the precarious position of being a woman in the world.

My postdoctoral project expands upon my book’s ecological themes by looking at how we might build a better mode of communicating with our environment. 
At Milieux I am researching new ways to attend to our landscapes and ecologies through environmental storytelling, feminist artmaking, and collaborative 
knowledge production. Addressing the problem of symbolically representing climate change with ecofeminist and creative approaches, my project explores 
new aesthetic modes, such as location-specific eco-narratives, and emerging connections between AI and ecopoetics, to make forms of gradual ecological 
violence and loss visible.

Rewriting cultural understandings of ecology in contemporary literature (Brennan McCracken)
This paper offers a critical gloss of the history of ecology and asks how the term might be deployed in decolonial and anti-racist literary study.  The 
omnipresence of “ecology” as a concern within contemporary cultural production cannot be overstated. The term has gained significant purchase in the 
humanities for naming constellations of engagements between beings and the spaces they inhabit (recent special issues from ISLE and Environmental 
Humanities feature “Ecologies” in their titles). Within literary studies, critics frequently use “ecology” to name the global systematicity of climate change (a 
diffuse and highly distributed “hyperobject,” per Timothy Morton’s durable, if overly rigid, definition). Still, critical histories of the term show how “ecology” 
has also been mobilized to maintain a status quo: The emergence of contemporary cybernetics in the 1940s inaugurated a paradigm in which the neoliberal 
logics of resource extraction and financialization could be understood as “ecosystems” (Halpern).This universalist view of the planet as a system that might be 
managed also shares roots with a colonial worldview that operates through dehumanization and erasure (Yusoff, Gabrys). Zakiyyah Iman Jackson has recently 
argued that Ernst Haeckel’s original articulation of ecology was animated by an “imperial racist rationale.” Engaging with the notion of “ecology” in 
contemporary literature thus demands a critical cultural history of the term itself. This paper departs from recent work to deploy “ecology” in formalist literary 
study (Griffiths) to ask how recent writers of fiction write against these imperial logics to rewrite cultural understandings of ecology.

Rewriting Exile: Queer/Trans Identity and Postcolonial Future Imaginations (Hassan Ragy)
Exile, an irreversible removal from one’s home, requires a re-imagining of one’s the future, present and past. The concept of queer exile exists within queer 
studies as a metaphor for the condition of estrangement from heterosexual life. However, the literal meaning – an exile who is queer or one who is exiled for 
their queerness – remains understudied. I am specifically interested in exile due to queerness of the body, (trans)gender identity and gender presentation, 
particularly in the postcolonial context. Exile seeks to strip the individual of agency; my focus is on the ways that people reclaim their own agency despite 
structural limitations. How do queer/trans exiles define their home and identity? How do queer/trans exiles imagine their futures and how can these 
imaginations inform liberatory action? My research will center around a series of group workshops with people who self-identify with the experience of 
queer/trans exile. The workshops will consist of storytelling, discussion of aspirational visions and a project of collective world-building. The end result of the 
workshops will be a series of audio science-fiction short stories which are co-created by myself and the workshop participants. I use world-building as a form of 
empowerment, which gives people the space to redefine the limitations of their own agency and the definitions of (un)reality itself. What world-building 
provides is an opportunity to consider what postcolonial queer liberation means on our own terms, and explore the paths which are opened by rewriting futures 
collectively and in community.
ETHNOGRAPHY LAB



The Lab gathers ethnographic expertise from across Concordia to foster creative thinking about methodology, to enhance the possibility of research 
collaboration, and to act as a resource for researchers inside and outside the university who wish to use ethnography to ask questions about the world around 
them. Maya is pleased to share the lineup of exciting events taking place at the Lab and ways of getting involved.

"Montreal Waterways Presents: Île-Sainte-Thérèse" (John Neufeld)

While local governments celebrate plans to develop Îles-Sainte-Thérèse into an eco-park with an objective of enhancing and protecting the island’s landscape 
and heritage, generations of island residents are facing the inevitable eviction from the island. Over the past year, Montreal Waterways has conducted 
collaborative ethnographic research on Îles-Sainte-Thérèse and with its residents, forming relationships by piecing together the story of an island. This 
presentation will walk through the research process and will feature a mixture of ethnographic photos and text from our fieldwork and final reflections.

The Concordia Ethnography Lab (Maya Lamothe-Katrapani)

The Lab gathers ethnographic expertise from across Concordia to foster creative thinking about methodology, to enhance the possibility of research 
collaboration, and to act as a resource for researchers inside and outside the university who wish to use ethnography to ask questions about the world around 
them. Maya is pleased to share the lineup of exciting events taking place at the Lab and ways of getting involved.

Montreal Waterways Presents: Île-Sainte-Thérèse (John Neufeld)

While local governments celebrate plans to develop Îles-Sainte-Thérèse into an eco-park with an objective of enhancing and protecting the island’s landscape 
and heritage, generations of island residents are facing the inevitable eviction from the island. Over the past year, Montreal Waterways has conducted 
collaborative ethnographic research on Îles-Sainte-Thérèse and with its residents, forming relationships by piecing together the story of an island. This 
presentation will walk through the research process and will feature a mixture of ethnographic photos and text from our fieldwork and final reflections.

Infrastructure of Ethnography (Kregg Hetherington and Melina Campos Ortiz)

Funded by the SSHRC, the Infrastructure of Ethnography working group is a collaborative research initiative between Ethnography Labs from universities in 
Canada and the United States, including: Concordia University, University of British Columbia (UBC), University of Southern California (USC), and the 
University of Pennsylvania (UPenn).On 5-7 May 2023, the Speculative Life Cluster will be co-hosting a three-day skills development workshop, entitled 
Mobilizing Data for Justice, bringing together activists, academics, as well as in-person and online publics to discuss applications of critical digital research 
methods to social justice organizing. The event will creatively blend academic skills building, community outreach, and research collaboration with a focus on 
three sets of skills: 1) Visualizing – How can activists and critical scholars deploy techniques, such as mapping and countermapping, in visualizing social 
justice issues in new ways? 2) Archiving – How can activists and critical scholars effectively engage with archives through which data is brokered? 3) 
Surveilling – How can activists and critical scholars identify and negotiate surveillance infrastructures in organizing their work?

Mobilizing Data for Justice (Chris Hurl)
On 5-7 May 2023, the Speculative Life Cluster will be co-hosting a three-day skills development workshop, entitled Mobilizing Data for Justice, bringing 
together activists, academics, as well as in-person and online publics to discuss applications of critical digital research methods to social justice organizing. The 
event will creatively blend academic skills building, community outreach, and research collaboration with a focus on three sets of skills: 1) Visualizing – How 
can activists and critical scholars deploy techniques, such as mapping and countermapping, in visualizing social justice issues in new ways? 2) Archiving – 
How can activists and critical scholars effectively engage with archives through which data is brokered? 3) Surveilling – How can activists and critical scholars 
identify and negotiate surveillance infrastructures in organizing their work?

 
GUEST SPEAKER



From Augmentation to Ecological Aesthetics: Artistic Methods for Empathetic Engagement with Post-Nature (JULIAN STADON)
This presentation will offer an overview of Stadon's individual and collaborative research in the fields of Augmentation and Ecological Aesthetics. With a 
specific focus on the recently developed TeleAgriCulture Platform, and the subsequent projects that were developed using it, such as The Island of the Day 
Before Project, this presentation will address how these practice-based methods for collaboration and public engagement can go beyond art exhibitions, toward 
empathy and action and offer means by which to better understand our complex and multi-scalar relationships with ecosystems.


