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ABSTRACT
This essay examines how Mary Mattingly’s creative practice uses the nomadic figuration and attentional ethics to challenge dominant power structures and propose hopeful models for posthuman survival. Drawing on theoretical frameworks from Deleuze and Guattari, Braidotti, Latour, Murdoch, Panizza, Kimmerer and others the essay situates Mattingly’s work within contemporary debates on posthumanism, ecological responsibility, and multispecies collaboration. The essay analyses three key projects — New Mobility of Home (2006–08), Universe and Home (2014), and Swale (2016), demonstrating how the artist moves from early, fearful, hyper‑individualised survival strategies, through protest and resistance to a final position of collective, relational strength.
The first work reveals the limitations of solitary resilience and exposes the “terrifying fiction” (Bates, 2022a) of self‑sufficiency. The second transforms personal accountability into a communal, performative act that reconfigures relationships between humans, objects, and infrastructures. The third, Swale, embodies a fully developed nomadic figuration that fold’s time, reimagines public space, and models a decentralised, non‑profit future grounded in shared resources and ecological reciprocity. In these works, Mattingly demonstrates how attentional ethics — the deliberate, transformative act of noticing — can reshape human and non‑human relations challenging human exceptionalism.
The essay argues that Mattingly’s practice develops through the use of the nomadic figuration and attentional ethics to offer a grounded, practical vision of posthuman hope. Rather than seeking escape or technological transcendence, her work proposes survival through interdependence, collaboration, and the imaginative reconfiguration of the systems we inhabit.











Question,
How does Mary Mattingly’s creative practice use the figuration of the nomad and attentional ethics to subvert dominant power structures and present a vision of hope for post human survival? 

Argument
In this essay I argue that Mary Mattingly develops and extends the use of  the nomadic figuration and attentional ethics to create projects which defy the law and undermine current hierarchies. I examine three of her works and show how they produce templates for a posthuman and post‑Capitalocene existence (Howarth et al., 2024).  
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Introduction
Contemporary art has increasingly turned toward ecological entanglement, multispecies collaboration, and alternative ways of imagining human survival in the face of accelerating environmental, social, and political crises (Haraway, 2016; Tsing, 2015; Davies and Turpin, 2015). In response to climate breakdown, resource scarcity, and the destabilising effects of global capitalism, many artists have moved beyond representational critique toward practices that actively test alternative modes of living, relating, and organising. Within this wider shift, Mattingly’s practice stands out for its sustained engagement with speculative design, embodied experimentation, and an ethical interrogation of what it means to live responsibly in a world shaped by extraction, privatisation, and environmental precarity. In step with accelerating enviromental and political change Mattingly is constantly developing her methodologies, theoretical and practical as I will show in this essay. Rather than illustrating ecological concerns from a distance, her work is grounded in lived, bodily engagement, often placing herself and others within the material conditions she seeks to question.
Mattingly’s projects consistently blur the boundaries between art, survival strategy, and social experiment. Through performances, sculptural assemblages, and long-term communal initiatives, she exposes the fragility of human-centred systems while proposing alternative configurations grounded in interdependence. Her work therefore offers a fertile site for examining how contemporary artistic practice can challenge dominant constructions of the human subject and generate speculative models for posthuman futures. These futures are not imagined as technological escapes or abstract utopias, but as materially grounded, ethically demanding practices that unfold within the constraints of the present.
In this essay, I explore how Mattingly employs the figuration of the nomad alongside an ethics of attention to subvert entrenched power structures and gesture toward hopeful posthuman possibilities. I draw on theorists including Deleuze and Guattari, whose account of nomadism emphasises movement, becoming, and the capacity to disrupt fixed spatial and temporal orders; Braidotti, whose nomadic subject is embodied, situated, and ethically responsive; and Latour, whose actor network theory reframes non-human entities as active participants rather than inert matter. I also incorporate Murdoch and Panizza’s ethics of attention, which show the transformative potential of how and where attention is directed, alongside Kimmerer’s understanding of personhood within the more-than-human world, and her insights as an indigenous American.
Across three works — New Mobility of Home (2006–08), Universe and Home (2014), and Swale (2016–ongoing) — I trace the development of Mattingly’s practice from an early, fearful response to ecological crisis characterised by hyper-individualised survival strategies, toward increasingly collaborative, multispecies, and materially entangled modes of existence. These works demonstrate how nomadic figuration operates not merely as metaphor but as a lived and embodied strategy for rethinking human agency, mobility, and responsibility under conditions of crisis. They also reveal how attentional ethics can reshape relationships between humans, objects, infrastructures, and environments, enabling new forms of accountability and care.
Ultimately, I argue that through nomadic figuration, attentional ethics and collaboration Mattingly’s practice offers a model of posthuman hope grounded not in individual resilience or technological salvation, but in interdependence, shared responsibility, and the imaginative reconfiguration of spaces and systems. By testing these possibilities through practice rather than abstraction, her work subverts current hierarchies and invites a reconsideration of how humans might live alongside non-human others in a post-Capitalocene future.

Theoretical Context
To analyse Mattingly’s philosophical, ethical, and material approaches, I draw on theorists whose work collectively destabilises humanist assumptions and foregrounds relational, non-hierarchical ways of thinking. Central to this analysis are Deleuze and Guattari whose concept of the philosophical nomad transforms the conventional image of a wandering figure into a mode of thought concerned with movement, becoming, and resistance to fixed structures. For Deleuze and Guattari (1987) nomadism is not defined by geographic mobility alone but by the capacity to evade capture by dominant systems of power. Their concepts of ‘lines of escape’ — creative trajectories that exceed containment — and the ‘war machine’, understood as a non-hierarchical assemblage operating outside state control, provide key tools for analysing how Mattingly’s works resist capitalist and legal frameworks. The space she works with also corresponds to the ‘smooth’ and ‘striated’ space posited by Deleuze and Guattari which can be physical or conceptual. Where striated space is regulated or obstructed and smooth space is openly available to move through (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987).
Braidotti’s theorisation of the posthuman and the nomadic subject further develops this framework by emphasising embodiment, situatedness, and ethical accountability. For Braidotti, nomadic subjectivity rejects a unified, autonomous human subject in favour of a transversal identity that moves across categories, species, and temporalities (Braidotti, 1994; 2006). This approach is particularly useful for examining the hybrid forms of subjectivity that emerge in Mattingly’s practice, where humans, technologies, infrastructures, and non-human entities co-produce meaning and agency.
Latour’s actor network theory complements this perspective by challenging the assumption that agency belongs exclusively to humans. Latour argues that objects, technologies, and environments participate actively in networks of action, shaping outcomes alongside human actors (Latour, 2005). This reconfiguration of agency is crucial for understanding Mattingly’s insistence on recognising non-human collaborators — from bridges and barges to rivers and food systems — as integral participants in her projects. Harman’s object-oriented ontology extends this position by suggesting that objects exist independently of human perception and retain dimensions that exceed their instrumental use (Harman, 2018).
Ethical considerations are further informed Murdoch and Panizza’s ethics of attention, which propose that moral transformation occurs through the disciplined act of paying loving attention to others. For Murdoch, attention reshapes both the perceiver and the perceived, disrupting egocentric habits of thought (Murdoch, 1970). Panizza extends this into contemporary ethical discourse, framing attention as a relational practice that enables responsiveness and care (Panizza, 2022). These ideas resonate strongly with Mattingly’s methods, which require close engagement with materials, people, and environments.
Kimmerer’s work provides an essential counterpoint grounded in Indigenous epistemologies. Her understanding of non-human entities as persons rather than resources challenges western humanist hierarchies and affirms reciprocal relationships based on kinship and mutual responsibility (Kimmerer, 2013). This perspective supports Mattingly’s move toward multispecies collaboration and reinforces the ethical position of her practice.
Finally, Godel’s incompleteness theorem offers a conceptual lens through which to understand the limits of closed systems and the inevitability of unaccounted truths  escaping its own rules (Godel 1931). Although originating in mathematics I have mobilised Godel’s work to suggest that no system can fully account for itself (Kaufmann, 2009). This idea aligns with Deleuze and Guattari’s lines of escape and provides a useful framework for understanding how Mattingly’s projects generate unforeseen outcomes that exceed institutional containment.




Terms and Definitions 
Human — for the purposes of this essay the term human is understood not as a stable, autonomous entity but a historically contingent construct shaped by Enlightenment humanism (Wolfe, 2010; Braidotti, 2013).
Humanism — A doctrine centred on human interests, values, and exceptionalism. (Braidotti,2013; Ferrando, 2019).
Posthumanism — A decentring of the human that emphasises interdependence, relationality, and co-evolution between human and non-human entities (Nayar, 2023).
Capitalocene — A term coined by Malm (2009) in a seminar to highlight capitalism’s structural role in producing the current ecological crisis, shifting responsibility away from humanity toward specific economic systems (Studies in Arts and Cultural Studies, 2025).
Nomad — “A member of a people who have no fixed residence but move from place to place” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025).
It is important to acknowledge the sensitivity surrounding the use of nomad, particularly in western theoretical contexts where it has been abstracted from its ethnographic and cultural specificity. Terms such as ‘digital nomad’ often describe privileged forms of mobility available primarily to western subjects, obscuring the lived realities of indigenous and historically nomadic peoples (Makimoto,1997). Critics have argued that such appropriations risk erasing cultural specificity and reproducing colonial modes of abstraction.
 Aldea (2014) critiques theorists including Deleuze and Guattari and Braidotti for insufficient engagement with actual migratory indigenous peoples. While an in-depth examination of this lies beyond the scope of this essay, I acknowledge its significance and emphasise that my use of nomad and its derivatives is intended with respect and ethical awareness, rather than as a universalised abstraction.
To avoid reductive substitution or repetition, I use the term figuration in conjunction with nomad rather than metaphor or motif. Metaphor implies replacement, which would undermine the morphological possibilities of the nomad by simply replacing it with other concepts. Motif suggests recurrence within fixed structures, which conflicts with the fluidity and relationality central to nomadic thought. Figuration, by contrast, allows for , transformation, relational becoming and a morphology aligning with the theoretical frameworks employed here.
I also introduce the term ‘temporal nomad’ to describe a subjectivity that moves through multiple, overlapping temporalities or experiences of time. While this precise phrase has not been formally established in existing literature to my knowledge, it is grounded in strong theoretical foundations. Deleuze and Guattari’s nomadism disrupts linear time through becoming, while Braidotti conceptualises nomadic subjectivity as operating transversally across embodied, ecological, ancestral, and historical temporalities (Braidotti, 1994; 2006). Building on these ideas, temporal nomad describes an embodied, improvisational mobility that engages pasts and futures as co-present forces within the lived present.
Section 1, New Mobility of Home
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Fig 1.
Figure 1 shows New Mobility of Home, one of a series entitled Wearable Homes (2006–08), constructed from technical fabrics alongside reclaimed materials (Mary Mattingly Studio, n.d.). The suit incorporates pockets and compartments designed to hold water purification devices, power supplies, and communication tools, effectively transforming the human body into a mobile survival unit. Mattingly developed this work in response to the privatisation of Bolivia’s water supply by the multinational corporation Bechtel in 2000 (Pollard, 2024). The takeover resulted in dramatic price increases and widespread protest, culminating in the death of a young demonstrator. This event resonated personally with Mattingly, who had experienced contaminated water supplies during her own childhood due to agricultural chemical contamination (Bates, 2022a). Water, as a fundamental condition of survival, subsequently became a recurring concern throughout her practice, aligning with Maslow’s foundational model of human needs (Maslow, n.d.).
Mattingly explains the urgency that motivated the work:
“I started making and using water purification devices because I didn’t have access to safe water and that felt urgent….”
(Bates, 2022a)
New Mobility of Home depicts a solitary, nomad-like figure moving through a barren landscape, visually invoking survivalist imaginaries often associated with post-apocalyptic futures. Mattingly tested these wearable structures in extreme environments such as the Oregon desert, deliberately subjecting herself to conditions that foreground vulnerability and isolation. Although the suit appears technologically sophisticated, her field tests revealed its limitations, exposing the fragility of an approach to survival that depends on individual autonomy. This experiential failure is critical to the work’s meaning. Rather than presenting a viable solution, Mattingly exposes the impossibility of lone survival, thereby critiquing a humanist ideology of hyper-individualism that imagines the self as autonomous and separable from others (Haraway, 2016).
The terror Mattingly describes emerges not from environmental hostility alone, but from the absence of relational support. While the suit promises protection, it ultimately amplifies vulnerability by isolating the wearer from social and ecological networks. This tension reveals a central contradiction within the work: although Mattingly articulates a commitment to posthuman thinking, she frames posthuman thinking as essential to addressing  ecological and social precarity (blitz, 2023), the design logic of the suit remains grounded in individual survival. As such, New Mobility of Home occupies an ambivalent position, oscillating between critique and complicity. The work exposes the inadequacy of individualised survivalism while not yet fully embodying posthuman commitments to collaboration, co-dependence, and multispecies entanglement (Braidotti, 2013).
Despite this limitation, Mattingly subverts dominant power structures by withdrawing her nomadic subject from the capitalist present — the Capitalocene (Studies in Arts and Cultural Studies, 2025) — and situating it within a speculative temporal horizon. The suit’s hybridisation of human and technological elements aligns with Braidotti’s argument that organic–inorganic unions destabilise state-controlled constructions of subjectivity and challenge normative definitions of personhood (Braidotti, 2013). In this sense, the work functions as a temporal nomad, materialising a future-oriented warning that exposes the precarity of current systems.
In summary, Mattingly employs the figuration of the nomad as a temporal strategy that both stages escape from the present and reveals the limits of individual autonomy. New Mobility of Home offers a critical point in her practice, demonstrating that survival conceived alone is not only ethically impoverished but practically untenable, as the artist commented, “…that survival without interdependence is a terrifying fiction.” (Bates, 2022a)
This realisation sets the groundwork for her later shift toward collaborative, posthuman forms of resistance and care (Haraway, 2016).

Section 2, Universe and Home.
[image: Mary Mattingly: Artist At Work | Art21]Fig 2.
Figure 2 shows Universe and Home, comprising a sculptural accumulation of household objects bound together into a dense “boulder of things” and a performance in which Mattingly pulls this mass across the Bayonne Bridge in New York City. While an assemblage of domestic items appears across several of Mattingly’s works, the performative action here intensifies its conceptual force, explicitly connecting consumer excess to bodily labour, endurance, and responsibility.
In this work, Mattingly develops her nomadic figuration into a de-territorialising force, as theorised by Deleuze and Guattari (1987). By dragging the boulder across the bridge, she disrupts its state-assigned function as a conduit for commerce and transportation. De-territorialisation operates here on multiple levels: materially, by interrupting infrastructural flow; psychologically, by confronting viewers with the weight of accumulated consumption; and ethically, by insisting on accountability for objects typically rendered invisible through use. For Deleuze and Guattari, territory is not limited to physical space but encompasses habits of thought and identity. Mattingly destabilises both, exposing consumption as a form of enclosure that binds subjects to capitalist systems.
Her invocation of indigenous pastoralists introduces a developing ethics of attention (Murdoch, 1970; Panizza, 2022). If we see the boulder as a “herd,” Mattingly positions herself as a herds-person or caretaker, responsible for the objects she owns, mirroring pastoral relations of stewardship rather than domination. These reframing resists extractive logics and demands sustained attentiveness to the material histories and ecological costs embedded within consumer goods (Pollard, 2024).
Mattingly’s posthuman sensibility is more fully articulated here than in New Mobility of Home. She acknowledges that individual consumer choices have global consequences, that ethical action requires non-hierarchical collaboration, and that non-human entities must be recognised as active participants rather than passive possessions (Haraway, 2016). She has commented that we need to explore new organisational models based on collaboration and restorative ecological relationships (blitz, 2023) a need she  enacts through practice rather than rhetoric.
During a period of relocation, Mattingly catalogued every object she owned, traced its provenance, and uploaded each item to an online platform where members of the public could comment (Pollard, 2024). This process generated a leaderless, participatory community — a posthuman assembly — in which meaning emerged collectively rather than being imposed by the artist alone (Haraway, 2016). The subsequent binding of the objects and the public performance of pulling them across the bridge rendered visible the cumulative burden of consumption.
Mattingly selected the Bayonne Bridge deliberately, describing it as “too low” for large container ships and therefore resistant to these instruments of global trade (Pollard, 2024). In this context, the bridge becomes a collaborator rather than a neutral backdrop. Latour’s actor network theory supports this reading, asserting that ‘’objects too have agency” (Latour, 2005, p. 63). Harman’s object-oriented ontology (2018) further reinforces the idea that both the bridge and the objects exceed their functional roles, while Kimmerer’s work affirms their status as more-than-human persons within relational networks (Kimmerer, 2013).
Attentional ethics are central to the work’s transformative potential. Murdoch (1970) and Panizza (2022) argue that attention reshapes moral perception, enabling subjects to encounter others more justly. Haraway (2016) frames such alliances as relationships between ‘companion species’, a concept that resonates with Mattingly’s engagement with objects, infrastructures, and online participants. Kimmerer’s emphasis on kinship and reciprocal responsibility is evident in both the digital and performative dimensions of the work as Mattingly instigates and facilitates the online community and recognises Bayonne Bridge’s personhood.
Universe and Home intensify Mattingly’s subversion of dominant power structures through acts of reduction, transparency, and civil disobedience. By publicly downsizing, researching extraction histories, and illegally pulling the boulder across the bridge, she confronts consumer culture and legal frameworks simultaneously. Police intervention underscores the illegality of the act, yet their decision to allow the performance to continue reveals the fragility and negotiability of authority (Pollard, 2024).
In this work, Mattingly uses the nomadic figuration to de-territorialise the bridge, claiming it as a protest site, and invokes nomadic pastoralists to give a context of care to her ‘boulder of things’ offering grounded hope through accountability and alliance. By transforming personal accountability into a communal, posthuman act, she demonstrates that resistance to capitalist excess is possible and that ethical attention can reconfigure relationships between humans and the material world.


Section 3, Swale[image: Mary Mattingly – Art Works for Change]
Fig 3.
Figure 3 shows Swale (2016–ongoing), a repurposed barge carrying an orchard, water harvesting systems, and vegetable gardens, which travelled to different neighbourhoods along the East River in New York City. Open and accessible to the public, Swale invited visitors to forage freely, directly challenging legal prohibitions against harvesting food on public land. Although the barge is now permanently docked, the project continues to operate as an educational, communal, and policy-shaping presence. Its influence is evident in initiatives such as Concrete Plant Park Foodway, a community owned and run vegetable garden, launched by NYC Parks in 2017 (Swale Floating Food Forest, 2019).
In Swale, Mattingly develops a fully hybridised nomadic figuration that synthesises temporal nomadism, pastoralism, and embodied mobility (Villani and Marzotto, 2019). The barge functions as a temporal nomad by transporting visitors into a speculative future scenario, effectively folding time in the Deleuzian sense where time could be seen as a foldable fabric rather than a fixed line of progression. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987). It presents a world in which food is treated as a ‘common’, free to public access, rather than a commodity, allowing participants to experience an alternative social and ecological order in the present. Simultaneously, Swale operates as a floating pasture, reworking pastoral traditions by relocating cultivation from land to water and reversing extractive relationships between humans and ecosystems (Howarth et al., 2024).
The embodiment of nomadic figuration within the barge itself aligns with Braidotti’s conception of nomadic subjectivity as ethical, embodied, and not necessarily human (Braidotti, 2013). Here, the nomadic subject is distributed across human participants, plants, infrastructures, and the barge as a material entity. Latour’s actor network theory supports this interpretation by positioning the barge as an actant — a participant capable of making a difference within a network of relations (Latour, 2005; Greimas, 1966). The river, too, becomes an active collaborator, carrying the project through the city and reshaping its social and political effects.
Mattingly’s posthuman position is fully realised in Swale. She explicitly rejects ecological degradation and humanist individualism in favour of a collaborative; multispecies ethic grounded in reciprocity and care. By asserting food as a common (Mary Mattingly – Art Works for Change, 2016), she directly challenges capitalist structures that treat nourishment as property and profit. The project demonstrates that survival and flourishing are collective endeavours, dependent on shared stewardship rather than ownership.
Non-hierarchical collaboration is central to Swale’s operation. Mattingly positions herself not as an authorial controller but as a facilitator, enabling relationships between visitors, plants, educators, policymakers, and the barge itself, which In this context can be seen as a co-worker rather than a tool (Latour, 2005). This decentralisation of authority reflects Braidotti’s posthuman ethics and Haraway’s emphasis on multispecies alliances (Haraway, 2016), while resonating with Kimmerer’s indigenous framework of kinship and mutual flourishing where the barge, it’s visitors and vegetables are interdependent. (Kimmerer, 2013).
Swale subverts dominant power structures by de-territorialising sections of the East River and transforming them from commercial thoroughfares into sites of communal nourishment. De-territorialisation, as described by Deleuze and Guattari (1987), destabilises habitual identities and opens space for new modes of relation. By carrying Swale, the river shifts from a conduit of commerce to a public servant, enabling forms of interaction typically foreclosed by law and policy.
Operating within what Deleuze and Guattari describe as smooth space, Swale evades legal and capitalist restrictions governing land use and food distribution. I argue that the project functions as a ‘war machine’: a non-hierarchical assemblage operating outside state control that generates lines of escape from dominant systems (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987). Its non-fixity allows it to radiate possibilities beyond its immediate context, exemplifying Gödel’s incompleteness theorem by producing outcomes that exceed institutional containment (Kaufmann, 2009). One such line of escape materialised in the establishment of Concrete Plant Park Foodway, demonstrating how speculative practice can affect tangible policy change (Swale Floating Food Forest, 2019).As a floating space, Swale anticipates rising sea levels and offers a pragmatic response to climate uncertainty. It demonstrates that agriculture need not be tethered to land ownership and that future food systems can be adaptive, decentralised, and community led. Through nomadic figuration and sustained acts of ethical subversion, Mattingly presents an optimistic yet defiant vision of hope — a marked departure from the “terrifying fiction” of isolated survival depicted in New Mobility of Home.


Conclusion
Across the three works examined — New Mobility of Home, Universe and Home, and Swale, Mattingly’s practice has shown huge development in her use of nomadic figuration, subversive acts and ethical attention, revealing a sustained and evolving attempt to rethink what it means to survive, to act, and to be responsible within a world shaped by ecological crisis and capitalist excess. Her early experiments expose the limits of hyper-individualism and the enduring fiction of self-sufficiency, demonstrating that survival conceived in isolation is both ethically and practically untenable.
In Universe and Home, Mattingly confronts her own complicity in consumer culture and transforms that reckoning into a performative, communal act. By making the weight of consumption visible and shared, she reconfigures accountability as a collective process rather than a private burden. With Swale, this trajectory reaches its fullest expression: a hybrid nomadic subjectivity that fold’s time, reconfigures space, and models futures grounded in shared resources, multispecies collaboration, and ecological reciprocity.
Throughout these works, Mattingly’s practice demonstrates how nomadic figuration can operate as a lived strategy rather than an abstract metaphor. Her attentional ethics demand sustained engagement with materials, infrastructures, and others, reshaping relationships through care and responsibility. Rather than fleeing the present, her nomadic subjects intervene within it, creating cracks in dominant systems through which alternative futures can emerge.
Mattingly’s vision of hope is therefore neither escapist nor utopian. It is grounded in practice, collaboration, and ethical attentiveness, offering concrete templates for posthuman existence in the post-Capitalocene. In remaking how humans relate to objects, environments, and each other, her work provides a compelling model for how humans — and more-than-humans — might survive together amid the uncertainties of the future.
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