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A critical discussion of the artistic production of Ala Plástica, an internationally-recognized 
collaboration between Argentine artists and environmental activists Alejandro Meitin and 
Silvina Babich, demands the reconceptualization of the complex relationships between 
nature and culture, the material and the discursive, and human corporality and the 
environment. Ala Plásticas interventions reveal that these categories are not ontologically 
distinct but rather co-constitutive and mutually implicated in the same emergent 
phenomena; the cultural is immanent in the material and vice versa. Specifically oriented 
toward threatened riparian ecosystems and their human communities, Ala Plásticas 
initiatives respond to agendas formulated by local groups whose sustainable economies, 
public infrastructure and way of life are in a state of collapse due to corporate and government 
initiatives. These marginalized communities, which often suffer disproportionately the 
negative environmental and economic impact of development projects, often find their 
political efficacies paralyzed and their voices silenced. Rather than reproducing such 
vertical mechanisms of authority, Ala Plástica operates horizontally and rhizomatically, 
seeking to catalyze the material and political agencies of socionatural systems in processes 
of environmental and economic restoration while encouraging ethical interactions among 
human communities and the more-than-human world.1 Through works that fuse activism 
and artistic creation, Meitin and Babich “mobilize new forms of collective action and 
of creativity that challenge the unidirectional mode of perceiving reality” (Ala Plástica, 
“Interview”).

This study examines two collaborative artistic exercises, Especies emergentes from 1995, 
and Ejercicio presa realized in 2001, in which Meitin and Babich activate simultaneously 
the creative and political agencies of local communities as well as the material agencies of 
coastal ecosystems situated within the Rio de la Plata Estuary, one of the most biologically 
complex and densely populated areas of the Southern Cone. The analysis of Ala Plásticas 
work demands an interdisciplinary perspective that engages scholarly material from both 
the humanities and the natural sciences. The contributions of contemporary art scholars 
Grant Kester (2006) and Malcolm Miles (2010) are particularly valuable in characterizing 
Especies emergentes and Ejercicio presa as works of collaborative, participatory art that 
merge reflexive representation with practical intervention in order to subvert authority
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and transform reality. The theoretical orientation of the present study is rooted in 
posthumanism, which critiques the epistemological foundations of humanist thought and 
reconfigures reductionist concepts of matter, discourse, the subject, and agency that are 
grounded in ontological dualism. Theoretical physicist and feminist philosopher Karen 
Barad (2007) proposes an agential realist ontology that constitutes the principal theoretical 
framework of this study. According to Barad, phenomena are not exclusively social or 
material but rather material-discursive practices, and the concept of agency is reconfigured 
as the product of the dynamics of intra-activity rather than an as an attribute confined to 
the human sphere. This posthumanist ontology makes it possible to recognize the agency 
of the material world and of nonhuman others. Furthermore, through a discussion of Ala 
Plásticas works, the figure of the rhizome emerges as a polyvalent metaphor for the artists’ 
methodology, for the interconnectedness of socionatural systems and for materiality itself.

The two members that form the core of Ala Plástica, a not-for-profit NGO based 
in La Plata, Argentina, exemplify the interdisciplinary partnerships that often form in the 
interest of environmentally-inflected cultural production and activism. Silvina Babich is a 
professionally-trained artist skilled in the fiber arts. While Alejandro Meitin’s background 
is in law, he is also a member of Red de Arte Litoral (a network of artists and scholars who 
promote innovation in artistic practice and theory) and of the editorial board of the online 
arts and culture journal Latin Art. Both artists are active pedagogically and have given 
workshops, courses and lectures in various countries in Latin America, North America 
and Europe (“Participantes” 2). In collaboration, Babich and Meitin have successfully 
carried out more than thirty artistic and ecological interventions ranging from community 
environmental restoration projects to collaborative sculptures and emergent performances 
in over five countries since forming Ala Plástica in 1991 (Ala Plástica, Catálogo 1). The 
group organizes its work into three major categories: long-term initiatives with a bioregional 
focus; exercises, or specific interventions that emerge from the needs of local communities; 
and projects, which are sponsored by organizations outside the Río de la Plata bioregion.2 
At each level, Meitin and Babich encourage ecologically sustainable practices, public 
dialogue and political efficacy on the part of the participant communities (Ala Plástica, 
Transductores 161). In addition to field work, Ala Plástica has participated in numerous 
museum exhibitions with installations in Groundworks: Environmental Collaboration in 
Contemporary Art, sponsored by Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh in 2005, and Transductores 
at the Centro José Guerrero in Granada, Spain in 2009. However, the vast majority of 
the group’s work emerges from the needs and objectives of participant communities and 
are realized in the field in collaboration with community members and exhibited in local 
public spaces.

Although Ala Plásticas body of cultural production largely resists categorization, 
its work comes into focus through the lens of a specific current of contemporary art 
identified by Malcolm Miles as participatory or interventionist art. As Miles observes in 
“Representing Nature: Art and Climate Change” (2010), participatory art flourishes “on 
the cusp of activism, conservation, and social intervention” (27). Renouncing the role of 
distant observers solely occupied with representing environmental concerns, Babich and 
Meitin actively and concretely intervene in the realities they confront. As Meitin explains, 
“no es una cuestión que se interese demasiado de lo que es la representación—  [A] nosotros
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lo que nos interesa, y para lo que nosotros operamos y creemos que es fundamental, es 
la transformación de la realidad” (“Interview”). However, Ala Plásticas emphasis on 
intervention does not eclipse the crucial role of reflexive faculties and representation in 
enabling greater ecological awareness and activism. Instead, their approach exemplifies 
a “cooperative and interventionist concept of art as well as the reflective practices of 
theoretical work” (Haarmann and Lemke). For Meitin and Babich, intervention and 
aesthetic reflection emerge concurrently and are mutually sustained: “Lo que a nosotros 
nos interesa es desarrollar desde el campo de arte un trabajo como catalizador de procesos 
sociales” (Meitin, “Interview”).

For example, Meitin, Babich and other participants of the workshop Soberanía 
alimentaria dos puntos (2012), organized by members of the artist initiative El Levante 
of Rosario, Argentina, participated in ecological interventions— such as developing 
urban gardens and throwing seed bombs— complemented by artistic exercises in which 
the participants used seeds to create mixed-media artworks that explore how discourses 
about agricultural production and consumption are framed. One of the pieces created by 
workshop coordinator Eduardo Molinari, which features the motto “Comer y escuchar, 
sembrar y escribir” (Molinari 6), captures the fusion of embodied action and reflection 
that is at the core of Ala Plásticas endeavors. The conjunction of dialogical practices 
(listening and writing) with material interventions such as planting seeds reflects the 
groups commitment to the intertwined social and material dimensions of environmental 
activism. Furthermore, Babich and Meitin often step back and relinquish the tools of 
representation, placing them in the hands of their collaborators. In an interview with 
Jennifer Flores Sternad, the artists explain the driving force of their initiatives:

The main commitment in our undertaking is to relate the intuitive, emotional, 
imaginative and sensorial aspects of art, with the development of exercises 
in the social and environmental spheres. In the long run, we hope a series of 
artistic, sensory, political, economic, and social relations and connections will 
follow one another, thereby generating the emergence of transformative actions 
... that influence power. (Ala Plástica, “Interview”)

In order to precipitate a transformation in the relationships between human beings and 
the greater biosphere, Ala Plásticas works convey the necessary mobilization of what Miles 
describes as “the wider capacity of the creative imagination ... for imagining not only new 
aesthetic but also new social forms” (19).

As Alejandro Meitin contends in an interview with Marcela Fuentes, “la cuestión 
ambiental es el verdadero paradigma de este tiempo” (“Interview”). Through their 
insistence on envisioning bioregions and human communities together as “sistemas 
socionaturales” (Ala Plástica, Transductores 162) and through the continual activation of 
biological and sociopolitical processes within these systems, Meitin and Babich recognize 
that environmental challenges as well as possible solutions are complex material and social 
phenomena. While environmental degradation must be understood in biological terms 
which take into account contamination, resource depletion and loss of biodiversity, “es 
también un problema económico y político que es de absoluta actualidad y es lo que
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redefine las prácticas ... en el Cono Sur” (Meitin, “Interview”). In contrast to liberal 
humanist thought which insists on the categorical separation of nature and culture, such a 
posthumanist stance “refuses to delineate the human, the cultural, or the linguistic against 
a background of mute matter. ... Word, flesh and dirt are no longer discrete” (Alaimo 14).

Stacy Alaimo, Karen Barad and other scholars who identify with the recent “material 
turn” in contemporary critical theory argue against the humanist tendency to cast nature 
as passive background devoid of political and ethical relevance, and instead they insist that 
nature be considered an agential force in the ongoing material-discursive configuration of 
the world. For example, Alaimo’s theory of trans-corporeality rejects the dubious separation 
between human and nonhuman and instead emphasizes their mutual entanglement via 
the utter permeability of corporeal boundaries. In Bodily Natures: Science, Environment 
and the Material Self{2010), Alaimo contends:

Potent ethical and political possibilities emerge from the literal contact zone 
between human corporeality and more-than-human nature. Imagining human 
corporeality as trans-corporeality, in which the human is always intermeshed 
with the more-than-human world, underlies the extent to which the substance 
of the human is ultimately inseparable from ‘the environment.’ (2)

As Alaimo and Susan Hekman argue in the introduction to their co-edited volume 
Material Feminisms (2008), deconstructing the dichotomies between the material and the 
discursive, human and nonhuman is not only necessary, but it also entails profound ethical 
implications. Ethics, they argue, must be centered not solely on discourses and political 
decisions, but on material consequences as well, and by shifting the focus from ethical 
principles to embodied ethical practices, we can more readily recognize and respond to 
the complexities of material phenomena and the needs of the more-than-human world 
(8). Furthermore, as Joni Adamson observes, unexpected coalitions among heterogeneous 
groups often form around shared environmental concerns such as contamination and access 
to resources, forging a kind of “ecological cosmopolitanism” that challenges sociopolitical 
divisions as well as the nature-culture divide (5—6).

The interrogation of the categories “nature” and “culture” also concerns a growing 
number of anthropologists who identify themselves as multispecies ethnographers. 
Peruvian-American anthropologist Marisol de la Cadena draws on Belgian philosopher 
Isabelle Stengers’s writings to articulate an “indigenous cosmopolitics” which is causing an 
“epistemic rupture” in political processes in the Andes (343). De la Cadena observes that 
many contemporary indigenous movements in Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador are giving voice 
to what she calls “earth-beings”— mountains, ecosystems, species, and other non-human 
entities— that are gaining visibility as sentient, willful actors on national and regional 
political stages. These contentious “earth-beings” and the ethical “earth-practices” which 
they demand reflect indigenous epistemologies for which the ontological distinction 
between human culture and nonhuman nature does not hold (341).

Material feminist and theoretical physicist Karen Barad provides one of the most 
compelling conceptual frameworks through which the internal relationship between 
discourse and matter, human and nonhuman, culture and nature can be accounted for
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and articulated. Drawing on the philosophical implications of Danish particle physicist 
Neils Bohr’s writings as well as poststructuralist theories of performativity, in Meeting the 
Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement o f Matter and Meaning (2007) 
Barad elaborates an ontology of agential realism which affirms that the primary ontological 
units are not independent entities but rather intra-actions, and matter and discourse are 
co-constitutive and lack the essential ontological distinction which binary logic would 
maintain. Barad explains:

[Materiality is discursive ..., just as discursive practices are always already 
material (i.e., they are ongoing material [re]configurings of the world).
Discursive practices and material phenomena do not stand in a relationship 
of externality to each other; rather, the material and the discursive are mutually 
implicated in the dynamics o f intra-activity. (151-2; emphasis original)

In other words, neither discursive practices nor material phenomena are ontologically 
separate categories; neither preexists the other, and neither can claim superiority over the 
other.

According to agential realist ontology, the concept of agency is also reconfigured not 
as a question of subjects versus objects, but rather as the product of the ongoing material- 
discursive intra-actions that compose the universe in its becoming. Agential realism 
liberates agency from the limits of humanist tradition; no longer confined to the realm of 
human subjectivity and intentionality, the category of agency expands to include the intra
actions of all material-discursive phenomena. Furthermore, this redefinition of agency 
offers a new ontology of materiality and effectively obliterates the Cartesian legacy of the 
Enlightenment that casts matter as isolated and inert particles. As Barad explains, “matter 
does not refer to a fixed substance; rather, matter is substance in its intra-active becoming— 
not a thing, but a doing, a congealing o f agency. Matter is a stabilizing and destabilizing process 
o f iterative intra-activity’ (Barad 151; emphasis original). In addition to “allowing matter 
its due as an active participant in the world’s becoming” (133), agential realism crystallizes 
the material dimensions of power dynamics and the ways in which material-discursive 
practices are physically internalized in human and non-human bodies.

Considering the various material and social dimensions of the environmental 
issues affecting the Río de la Plata Estuary, Ala Plástica carries out interventions intended 
to empower the local communities’ political agency as well as the material agencies of 
biological organisms and ecosystems. The exercise Especies emergentes, described by Miles 
as “a constructed intervention drawing on [and] re-positioning what are usually called 
natural processes” (27), reaffirms the stabilizing and self-organizing capacities of matter. 
In 1995, Babich and Meitin began this environmental restoration initiative in an effort to 
repair coastal areas near the rural beach town of Punta Lara, situated along the southwestern 
fringe of the Rio de la Plata Estuary between the metropolitan centers of Buenos Aires 
to the northwest and La Plata to the southeast (Ala Plástica, Catálogo 3). This fragile 
coastal ecosystem suffers repeated damage by excessive erosion as a consequence of large- 
scale hydroelectric projects in the upper river basins that are sponsored by multinational 
corporations and supported by the Argentine government (Ala Plástica, Groundworks 90).
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According to freshwater ecologist Rolando Quirós, while prior to 1960 the greater Río de 
la Plata basin remained considerably undeveloped, the regulation of the Paraná, Paraguay 
and Uruguay Rivers for hydroelectricity has been increasing substantially since the early 
1970s (2). While the expansion of hydroelectric power in the upper basins have encouraged 
growth in the industrial and agricultural sectors, this has resulted in significant increases 
in deforestation, soil erosion and changes in water quality with severe impacts on both 
human and nonhuman communities (2). In addition to hydroelectric development, other 
processes such as urbanization, heavy industrialization, overexploitation of native species, 
and introduction of invasive species have contributed significantly to the loss of natural 
habitat and biodiversity in the region (Mugetti et al. 80-1). Extensive contamination 
from agricultural and industrial chemicals, as well as heavy metals originating primarily 
from silver mines on the upper Pilcomayo River in Bolivia’s Potosí department, have been 
detected throughout the basin (80). The primary source of pollution in the Rio de la Plata 
Estuary is the urban belt that stretches southeast from Buenos Aires toward Punta Lara 
(80).

With the goal of reversing the disappearance of the coastal ecosystem at Punta Lara, 
Ala Plástica collaborated with Argentine botanist Nuncia María Tur and other scientists, 
local artisans, elected officials and representatives from local businesses to plant California 
bulrush (Schoenoplectus californicus), a rhizomed riparian sedge native to the region, in 
addition to other species of semi-aquatic plants.322 In botany, rhizomes are modified 
subterranean stems that spread horizontally in a branching pattern and can release new 
plant shoots and roots from their nodes, allowing many plant species to propagate asexually 
(Jang et al. 1148—9). Ala Pástica recognizes California bulrush as an “emergent species” 
because the rhizomatic growth patterns of its roots stabilizes the shore and promotes soil 
sedimentation and accumulation of nutrients, thereby restoring the foundation upon which 
other species can flourish (Meitin, “Urbanismo”). In fact, this sedge enables stabilization in 
extremely damaged areas where other species often fail, and when confronted with drastic 
hydrological changes due to fires or flooding, the plants exhibit great resilience and rapid 
recovery (Pratolongo, Kandus and Brinson 259, 268). Additionally, the plant’s physiology 
supports bioremediation, as its rhizomes function as filters and reduce the concentration 
of contaminants in the water (Meitin, “Urbanismo”). By reintroducing the sedge along the 
eroded shoreline, Ala Plástica and their collaborators further mobilized the self-organizing 
processes inherent in the ecosystem, catalyzing a cascade of agential intra-actions toward 
restoring the biodiversity of the area and the viability of the socionatural system. Such 
practices that activate nature’s own self-restorative capacities are inherent in Ala Plásticas 
ecological interventions. As the artists explain, “[l]a mayoría de los ecosistemas costeros 
poseen una habilidad natural asombrosa para mantenerse y renovarse a sí mismos, cuando 
se mantienen las características básicas del hábitat que favorecen su formación original y 
su funcionamiento” (Catálogo 45). The practice of enabling the sedgeland ecosystems in 
the Rio de la Plata Estuary to regulate and recuperate themselves resonates with American 
philosopher and cultural ecologist David Abram’s recognition that “the land that includes 
us has its own articulations, its own contours and rhythms that must be acknowledged if 
the land is to breathe and flourish” (267).
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Figure 1. Rhizomes of semi-aquatic plants such as California bulrush promote soil 
sedimentation and stabilize threatened habitats. Photograph courtesy of Ala Plástica.

In addition to mobilizing the material agencies of the Río de la Plata ecosystem, the 
Especies emergentes exercise also engaged the social and political agency of the Punta Lara 
community. A small beach town located in the Ensenada district of Buenos Aires Province, 
Punta Lara experiences frequent floods (“Vivir con el miedo”) and relies heavily on tourism, 
receiving an annual influx of 1.5 million visitors to its beaches primarily during the summer 
months (Pérez). The neighboring eponymous capital of the Ensenada district has an 
unemployment rate of nearly twenty percent (Marin et al. 208). As catalysts of community 
action and its regenerative possibilities, Babich and Meitin resist classifying the residents 
as “victims” of the malignant consequences of large-scale upriver dams and industrial 
contamination, and instead work toward empowering communities in the management 
and restoration of their own spaces. As Grant Kester explains in “Collaboration, Art and 
Subcultures” (2006), collaborative interventions “differ considerably from conventional, 
object-based art practice. The participant’s engagement is actualized by immersion and 
participation in a process, rather than through visual contemplation (reading or decoding 
an image or object)” (10). As advocates of the participatory artistic process, Babich and 
Meitin envision themselves as “emerging from the community, as promoters of a self
organizing dynamic and not as therapists that ‘descend’ upon the community” (Ala 
Plástica, “Inverview”). Rather than bring volunteers from outside the community to 
plant the bulrush as a philanthropic gesture, Meitin and Babich opted for a horizontal, 
collaborative approach that directly engaged community members and recognized them 
as the agents responsible for the realization of the project. As Miles explains, “art which 
charts a course of social change reproduces the instrumentalism of the dominant society, 
and fails to challenge the mind-set which is one of the causes of climate change. Art which 
hands over production and direction of the work to participants may have an advantage”
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(32). Miles’s cautious tone is worth noting; while he grants that participatory artistic 
practice “may have an advantage” over other methods, his reluctance to endorse it as the 
ideal solution suggests that even the most well-meaning of projects, especially those in 
which collaboration occurs across racial, cultural and economic divides, perhaps cannot 
fully shed the baggage of the very power dynamics which they strive to subvert.

However, the social impact of Especies emergentes on the Punta Lara community 
and beyond can be described with little contention as positive and lasting. The diverse 
group that planted California Bulrush along Punta Lara’s shores also participated in a 
month-long forum that provoked debate about the ecological, social and economic issues 
impacting the community (Babich 36). As Babich explains, this forum served to “iniciar, 
así como el junco, una tarea de conexión y de comunicación en toda esta región. ... 
Fueron surgiendo distintos proyectos y ejercicios que tendían a restablecer el equilibrio 
con el área” (36). As part of a long-term bioregional initiative, the exercise catalyzed 
local collective action and the formation of an international network that has expanded 
throughout the greater Río de la Plata Basin to include other communities and interest 
groups in Bolivia, Paraguay, Brazil, and Uruguay (Meitin, “Interview”). The Red Delta del 
Paraná, established in 2009 in collaboration with other environmental organizations such 
as Taller Ecologista, Fundación Oga, Fundación M ’Biguá, and Centro Ecologista Renacer, 
strives to “conservar los humedales como un bien común e indispensable para la vida 
del Delta del Paraná y de las personas que lo habitan” (Red Delta). One of the network’s 
most successful programs is the Oficina itinerante. Part nomadic archive— compiling 
documents, maps, satellite images and other multimedia— and part communication 
platform, this “estrategia artistico-ambiental” informs participant communities about the 
issues impacting the delta while fomenting dialogue and encouraging residents to produce 
“nuevas y no anticipadas formas de conocimiento colaborativo” with a direct impact 
on the ecological, social and economic future of the bioregion {Red Delta). To enhance 
Oficina itinerante’s communicative function, Ala Plástica and Centro Experimental Oído 
Salvaje, an Ecuadorian sound art collective, established a pilot program called Territorio 
y  radialidad to explore the possibility of incorporating a permanent, low-frequency 
FM radio transmitter into the Oficina itinerante platform (“Centro Experimental”). In 
October 2012, the artists and Punta Lara community members collaborated to install a 
transmitter atop a tree in El Albardón Experimental Garden and to design programming 
that emerged from the agendas and interests of the participants (“Centro Experimental”). 
The transmissions, which are also available on the Web, include discussions among 
community members, interviews with invited activists and scholars, musical performances, 
and in-situ recordings of the natural sounds of the nearby Isla Santiago wetlands (“Centro 
Experimental”). Through initiatives such as Oficina itinerante and Territorio y  radialidad, 
marginalized communities now have a greater voice in shaping the socionatural realities of 
Rio de la Plata region.

As Especies emergentes, Oficina itinerante and Territorio y  radialidad suggest, Ala 
Plástica often complements collaborative ecological interventions carried out in the field 
with reflexive practices in the symbolic realm. Ejercicio presa, an exercise that also emerged 
from the broader Rio de la Plata bioregional initiative, further exemplifies the artists’ 
commitment to activating participants’ creative faculties. This mixed-media sculpture
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Figure 2. Interior view of Ejercicio presa. Photograph courtesy of Ala Plástica.

combines materials such as willow twigs, bulrush stems and other endemic natural fibers 
woven into a large spiraling tunnel that terminates in the center. The title of the piece 
merits close attention: the word presa is a polysignifyer with three principal denotations 
listed in the Diccionario de la lengua española (2001): prey, as one who is pursued or 
hunted; prisoner, or one who is detained and denied liberty; and dam, a concrete or earthen 
barrier constructed to regulate the flow of a river. The multiple significations of presa, all 
of which suggest hierarchical power relations and resource extraction, come into play with 
one another and with the sculpture itself, constructing a multidimensional metaphor as 
complex as the situation to which the piece responds.

Ejercicio presa was constructed and exhibited in a public urban park within the city 
of La Plata (Catálogo 27). In designing and creating the piece, Ala Plástica collaborated 
with residents of the nearby towns of Berisso and Abasto, bringing together economically 
underprivileged middle- and high-school students with students of Abastos agriculture 
school as well as local cultivators and artisans struggling in the area’s degraded environment 
and depressed economy (Catálogo 14). Ala Plástica continues to promote the cultivation 
and utilization of plant fibers in collaborative artist projects through free workshops hosted 
by local cultivators in Berisso, Isla Santiago and other rural areas near La Plata (Babich 36).

Collaborative artworks such as Ejercicio presa present an alternative to what Grant 
Kester identifies as textual art or art-as-object, in which

[T]he artist never relinquishes a position of semantic mastery, and the viewer’s 
involvement is primarily hermeneutic. While there is significant latitude in 
the viewer’s potential response to the work ..., they can exercise no substantive 
effect on the form and structure of the work. (10)
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In contrast, Ejercicio presa “emphasize[s] the process and experience of collective interaction 
itself” (10). Ala Plásticas withdrawal from a position of control enabled the students and 
artisans to exceed the role of spectators passively interpreting a finished piece, and instead 
they became active participants in determining the structural and symbolic realization of 
the sculpture itself. Meitin elaborates on the methodological philosophy of Ala Plástica:

Si nosotros tuviéramos que presentar un proyecto con final determinado, 
creemos que estaríamos forzando un resultado [y] pasando por encima la
voluntad de la propia comunidad__[L]a iniciativa de involucramiento artístico
perdería de alguna manera lo genuino del proceso, que es lo que más nos 
interesa. Es un arte más de proceso que de resultado. (Meitin, “Interview”)

Ejercicio presa demonstrates that the artistic process, especially that which stimulates 
collaboration, dialogue, and unexpected alliances, can be just as, if not more, important 
than the finished work itself. For Ala Plástica, the plant fibers that form the sculpture 
are provocative material-semiotic phenomena simultaneously capable of transforming 
landscapes and instigating communication and connections among participants: “en esos 
ámbitos en los que uno se pone a tejer o a trabajar la fibra [...] siempre se genera un 
diálogo o un punto de encuentro” (Babich 36).

In addition to the collaborative and horizontal artistic process that shaped Ejercicio 
presa, the very matter that composes the sculpture challenges the liberal humanist concept 
of nature as resource exemplified by the hydroelectric projects regulating the Río de la 
Plata Basin. As cultural geographers David Matless and George Revill explain, found 
object art, especially that which “reworks nature” by repositioning and reframing natural 
objects, suggests alternatives to capitalist exploitation of the land by agribusiness and 
other industries (426). As one of the earliest protagonists of found object and land art 
in Latin America, Chilean artist, poet and activist Cecilia Vicuña creates what she calls 
precarios, or ephemeral in-situ sculptures made from feathers, twigs, bits of trash and 
other items collected along streams and rivers, in order to draw attention to issues of 
consumerism, waste and pollution (Vicuña 11—15). Similarly, the utilization of stems and 
fibers from California bulrush and other native semi-aquatic plants in the Ejercicio presa 
sculpture not only highlights the threatened state of the ecosystem, but it also reflects 
sustainable practices such as basket weaving and furniture making which have for centuries 
characterized the local economies in the Rio de la Plata Estuary. As Babich explains, with 
the passage of time and the introduction of new materials such as plastics, such traditional 
practices have been largely forgotten (36). While Babich and Meitin assist communities in 
developing marketable products that incorporate native plant fibers and other sustainable 
materials, they conceive of their collaborative artistic exercises as serving a greater social and 
symbolic purpose. Ala Plásticas artistic practice “no está encasillada dentro de la creación 
de objetos especializados para lo que puede considerarse el mercado del consumo, sino que 
dimensionamos la práctica artística como un rol transformador en el propio ámbito social” 
(Meitin, “Interview”).

Especies emergentes and Ejercicio presa evoke the image of the rhizome as a polyvalent 
metaphor for the artists’ methodology, which emerges from an integrated understanding
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Figure 3. Students and artisans collaborated to create Ejercicio presa in La Plata.
Photograph courtesy of Ala Plástica.

of the entire bioregion together with the specific intra-connected ecosystems, practices 
and communities that constitute it. In A Thousand Plateaus, Gilíes Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari call for an epistemological movement away from the arborescent model, a top- 
down hierarchical structure plagued by binary oppositions and which underlies how the 
Western world organizes and conceptualizes nearly everything from phylogenetic trees to 
social structures. Instead, Deleuze and Guattari argue that a rhizomatic framework is far 
better equipped to represent phenomena such as neural networks in the brain, complex 
multispecies interactions and the structures of knowledge, language and society:

In contrast to centered (even polycentric) systems with hierarchical modes 
of communication and preestablished paths, the rhizome is an acentered, 
nonhierarchical, nonsignifying system without a general organizing memory or 
central automaton, defined solely by a circulation of states. (21)

As an open-ended, planar and de-centered structure, the rhizome presents systems as a vast 
multiplicity of interactions, influences, ruptures, and discontinuities with no beginning or
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end, no top or bottom. The rhizome, which “ceaselessly establishes connections between 
semiotic chains, organizations of power and circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, 
and social struggles” (7), calls to mind the utter inseparability of material and discursive 
phenomena captured in the provocative prefix of Karen Barad’s neologism “intra-actions.” 
Furthermore, the rhizome’s complex linkages that forge connections across ostensibly 
distinct fields of study echo the inherent multidisciplinarity of Ala Plásticas interventions.

Inspired by the intra-active and rhizomatic growth of Schoenoplectus californicus, 
Babich and Meitin’s interventions take into account complex environmental, political and 
economic systems while enacting decentralized and open-ended approaches to activism 
and community empowerment: “Las especies emergentes, a la que pertenece el junco y su 
expansión rizomática, nos ocupan como modalidad creativa. Son marco de sentido para 
la participación en procesos de formación y transformación” (Ala Plástica, Catálogo 4). In 
Especies emergentes and Ejercicio presa, the expansion of rhizomes represents “una emergente 
visión extendida sobre complejos ambientales, sociales y económicos”, in addition to the 
mobilization of counter-hegemonic perspectives “que activan otros modos humanos de 
enfocarse, tanto individual como colectivamente” (3). The rhizome not only captures the 
profound interconnectivity of environmental challenges and their multiple social and 
material dimensions, but it also crystallizes— with intense visual clarity— Ala Plásticas 
driving model of participatory artistic practice as rhizomatic emergence without a center. 
Like the rhizome’s nodes that spontaneously sprout forth new shoots and root systems, 
Ala Plásticas artistic interventions catalyze emergent processes which in turn generate new 
modes of thought and avenues of social, political and environmental action.

However, amidst the rhizome’s multiple symbolic dimensions, it must not be 
overlooked that a rhizome is also a physical, material thing whose agential intra-actions 
with the more-than-human world have complex material, social and political consequences. 
Meitin asserts that activating the rhizome’s metaphorical capacities alone at the expense of 
material ones— soil stabilization, decontamination and habitat restoration— would have 
robbed Especies emergentes and Ejercicio presa oí the crucial material dimensions which 
help to define Ala Plásticas artistic practice (“Interview”). The Schoenoplectus californicus 
rhizomes that expand and multiply, initiating a cascade of productive intra-actions and 
dynamic processes along the shores of the Río de la Plata Estuary, reveal that matter is an 
agential substance in a continual process of becoming.

The artistic interventions of Ala Plástica affirm that nature and culture, matter and 
discourse, the human body and the environment lack clear ontological differentiation 
and are rather intimately entangled in the same emergent material-discursive phenomena. 
The artists challenge some of the central dogmas of liberal humanist thought, which casts 
matter as an inert resource inferior to the realm of human culture and which rationalizes 
ecologically destructive practices that threaten biological ecosystems and human 
communities. On the contrary, Babich and Meitin promote sustainable interactions 
among humans and nonhuman nature while recognizing the inherent agency of all 
material-discursive phenomena. By facilitating artistic works that “relaciona la manera 
intuitiva, emocional, imaginativa y sensorial del arte en el desarrollo de ejercicios en el 
ámbito social y ambiental” (“Participantes” 2), Ala Plástica reconceptualizes the precarious 
boundaries between the natural and the social realms.
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Silvina Babich and Alejandro Meitin also reconfigure contemporary artistic 
production as a fusion between intervention and reflection, practice and imagination. 
Their initiatives suggest an integrated model for environmental activism that necessarily 
takes into account the complex material, social, economic, and political dimensions 
of the issues in question. Furthermore, their artworks demonstrate the advantages of 
participatory art practice that follows patterns of rhizomatic emergence, setting in motion 
an ever-expanding network of connections, reflections, words, and actions with a direct 
impact on more-than-human communities.

Notes
1 Hie phrase “more-than-human world” is credited to environmental philosopher David Abram in The Spell 
o f the Sensuous (1996). Utilized extensively within ecocritical and posthumanist theory, this term overcomes 
dualistic divisions between human and nonhuman, animate and inanimate, culture and nature and displaces 
the human from the center of environmental discourse.
2 In order to avoid confusion among these three specific subcategories, in this study the term “intervention” 
will be used when referring generally to Ala Plásticas works.
3 While Schoenoplectus californicus exhibits invasive behavior in some parts of the world including Australia 
and New Zealand, it is in fact native to many coastal areas ranging from southern North America to Chile 
and Argentina (Pratolongo, Kandus and Brinson 259).
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