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ABSTRACT

The ever-increasing abundance and expanding affordances of 
plastics have come to instantiate modernity through their suc-
cesses and failures in usage and beyond. Materially, plastics have 
a capacity to stubbornly endure yet simultaneously to fracture. 
Grounded in ethnographic fieldwork on an Indian Ocean island, 
this article will explore the heritage of plastic objects in their shat-
tering and dispersal. The novel presence and ubiquity of plastics 
have caused some scholars to propose that the presence of plas-
tics could constitute a possible marker of the Anthropocene. Yet 
plastics won’t stay in their own epoch. Microplastics can migrate 
and infuse sedimentary layers from previous eras, shimmying 
down to earlier stratigraphic layers and complicating the very 
knowability of the past. This paper will look at the temporal ver-
tiginousness of the current epoch through the recalcitrance 
of human-made materials, arguing that, even in their material 
remnants, plastics radically complicate the delineation and un-
derstanding of geological time. 
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INTRODUCTION

Over the course of the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries, the seemingly alchemical possibilities 
contained within plastics have supported increas-
ingly rapid forms of consumption and discard. The 
shimmering nylons and polyesters that are sold in 
fast fashion outlets and outdoor markets seem to 
effortlessly appear and disappear without a trace. 
Household objects for tidying other household ob-
jects proliferate in homes, taking on new shapes, 
colours and forms. As Barthes describes the produc-
tion process of the emerging wonder of plastics in 
the late 1950s:

An ideally-shaped machine, tabulated and 
oblong … effortlessly draws, out of a heap 
of greenish crystals, shiny and fluted dress-
ing-room tidies. At one end, raw, telluric 
matter, at the other, the finished, human 
object; and between these two extremes, 
nothing; nothing but a transit, hardly watched 
over by an attendant in a cloth cap, half-god, 
half-robot (Barthes 1972 [1957]: 97).

In the industrialised processes of production, the 
past of each plastic object is obscured. Their ori-
gin stories are unknown, and often unknowable, as 
industrial forms of manufacturing reduce each ob-
ject’s history to, at best, the mechanical extrusion 
and moulding of smaller constituent plastics into 
finished plastic products. 

Although industrial processes provide the illu-
sion that plastics are ‘the first magical substance 
which consents to be prosaic’ (Barthes 1972 [1957]: 
97), plastics do not conform to the material expec-
tations of their makers. They evade control at all 
their life stages: spilling fragments and toxic res-
idues during extraction, manufacture, use and 
transportation, and after they have been discarded. 
They have pervasive material consequences that 
are carried through their fractious materiality, the 
chemical retinues that infiltrate sites of production, 
extraction, refinery and remoulding (where this oc-
curs), and the climatic effects attendant to every 
part of their lifecycle (Bauman 2019, UNEP 2021, UN 
Environment Report 2018a, 2018b). Pieces and frag-
ments of plastic – macro, meso, micro and nano 
– now cover the Earth (Bergmann et al. 2022, Chia et 
al. 2021, O’Brien et al. 2023). The very durability that 
makes them such desirable materials ensures that 
many outlive their makers, imposing themselves 
in unknown ways on the future. Resistant to many 
forms of biodegradation, they split apart, infuse and 
off-gas, spreading themselves and their attendant 
chemicals unevenly across the planet (Bauer et al. 
2019, O’Brien et al. 2023, Yang et al. 2011, Zhang et 
al., 2020). 

The processes of transforming the fossilised 
remains of the past into capitalism’s very own 

wunderkind material1 have changed social and 
ecological life on the planet. Some scholars have 
suggested that this change is so drastic that the 
presence of plastics in the stratigraphic record could 
be used as a reference to indicate the start of the 
Anthropocene (Corcoran et al. 2014, Rangel-Buitrago 
et al. 2022, Zalasiewicz et al., 2016). Complicating the 
suggestion that the stratigraphic presence of plas-
tics could highlight this epochal shift, recent findings 
have noted that microplastics and nanoplastics 
can migrate and infuse sedimentary layers from 
previous eras (Dimante-Deimantovica et al. 2024), 
shimmying down to earlier stratigraphic layers and 
complicating the very knowability of the past. Even 
in their material remnants, plastics complicate the 
recording and understanding of geological time. 
By interrogating the difficulties of using plastics as 
a potential marker of the Anthropocene, this article 
will explore the unwillingness of plastics to follow 
the linear temporalities which we ascribe to them. 
As plastics emerge as a dominating material of the 
present and foist themselves in unknowable ways 
upon the future, the presence/present of plastics 
works to unmake the past.

PLASTIC HERITAGE ON AN INDIAN 
OCEAN ISLAND

The coastlines of Christmas Island, a small island in 
the Indian Ocean with around 2,000 inhabitants, 
are intermittently overwhelmed with tremendous 
volumes of plastics that are carried to the island’s 
beaches from the rivers and shorelines of Southeast 
Asia. Three hundred and fifty kilometres south of 
Java, the Australian external territory is visted by a 
vast flotilla of plastic waste that arrives seasonally, 
following the Indonesian Throughflow, that brings 
with it plastic detritus through the Lombok Strait, 
the Sunda Strait and the Timor Passage.  The over-
whelming majority of this armada sweeps on past 
the island, casting, if ever, ashore on distant sands 
such as those of the Seychelles (Vogt-Vincent et al. 
2023). In amongst the tiny specks of plastics and 
larger broken up fragments that are characteristic 
of most of the plastics in the ocean (Liboiron 2016, 
Monsaingeon 2017), some of the debris that makes 
its way to the island’s beaches remains recognisa-
ble as specific items. These include flip flops, food 
packaging, items used for fishing, toothbrushes, 

1	 It is important to note that it is not only capitalist 
societies that have made use of plastics. During social-
ism, plastics were a key material, for instance, in the 
German Democratic Republic (see Rubin 2008 for a 
fascinating discussion of socialist plastics). In spite of 
this, with the exception of some notable nation states 
that still self-identify as socialist but are very much en-
twined in specific ways within global capitalism (such 
as Vietnam and China), the drastic increase in plastic 
production over the last thirty years can be connected 
to the kinds of rapacious consumption that are con-
nected to late-stage capitalism.
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single-use bottles and bottle tops, plastic bags, and 
single-use water cups. During the dry season these 
objects and other pieces of plastic visibly saturate 
the waves as they crash upon the small island’s 
beaches.

Carrying out fieldwork on the island in 2022–
2023 and again in 2024, I spent time with Jo Doble 
who had at the time been a resident on the island 
for around 27 years.2 In early 2023 my husband and 
I spent some time in Jo’s small art studio before 
travelling with her to visit one of the island’s worst 
affected eastern beaches, Greta Beach. In her stu-
dio she stored collected charismatic plastic items, 
such as toys and other objects and materials that 
she had collected from decades of clearing plastics 
from the island’s beaches. These items all stood out 
in some way, due to some material resonance or to 
the traces of stories acquired during or predating 
their journey at sea. She saw moments of beauty 
in the vast and exhausting plastic inundation that 
unceasingly arrives on the island’s beaches. As an 
artist, Jo looked for materials that she could sand 
back to transform into artworks or other items such 
as baskets and jewellery. In her studio she had sev-
eral large glass jars full of small toys that she had 
found on the beach, as well as other interesting and 
brightly coloured pieces. 

Demonstrating a discerning eye for found plas-
tics that she had cultivated from her years of beach 
cleaning, as well as her background in anthropology 
and visual art, Jo explained that she found novelty 
in the materials as well as the objects that she col-
lected. Sometimes she collected items that have 
been repurposed, such as flip flops that have been 
repaired or engraved. Sometimes the materials 
demonstrated a novel transformation during their 
marine voyages. As Jo told me in a long interview 
in 2023:

The whole journey on the ocean has created 
these pieces and … they can have all sorts of 
interesting marks on the surfaces … this one 
piece … revealed this beautiful colour under-
neath and then it had the texture of all of the 
cut marks … the journey across the ocean kind 
of recreates it into something quite different 
sometimes … occasionally I look at a thing and 
it looks like they have bite marks on them.

During our time on the beach together collecting 
large plastic items and plastic fragments amidst the 
crawling of hermit crabs, my husband found a flip 
flop covered in mollusc shells. Someone had placed 

2	 The fieldwork referred to in this article was conducted 
over the course of six months in 2022, 2023 and 2024. 
This fieldwork involved participant observation, media 
and social media engagement as well as formal and 
informal interviews. The project received a formal 
ethics approval from the University of Copenhagen 
and always meets the ethical standards of accepted 
guidance documents for anthropological research, 
specifically those highlighted by the American 
Anthropological Association (AAA) Code of Ethics 
(2012).

it on top of a boulder on the beach, likely unsure, as 
we were, about what to do with it. It seems, as De 
Wolff has written (2017), to be of the kinds of mix-
ings of life and plastics that have been labelled the 
‘plastisphere’ (Zettler et al. 2013). The plastisphere 
refers to places where novel ecologies have formed 
around plastics, sometimes generating complex 
ethical conundrums about whether or not to re-
move plastics from aquatic ecosystems when they 
are harbouring, for instance, reef fish in the open 
ocean (Davis 2022, De Wolff 2017).3 Looking at the 
flip flop reminded me of the difficulties in separat-
ing life from plastic materials and the complexities 
surrounding what constitutes pollution and habi-
tat. In this case we decided, not entirely convinced 
of our reasoning, that the inhabitants had likely left 
the shells and we took the flip flop off the beach. 

Back in Jo’s studio my husband noticed a piece 
of plastic that showed signs of being significantly 
weathered. It appeared as though it has been melted 
and had deteriorated during its time in the ocean in 
a way that caused it to resemble a fossil or part of 
the geological record, rather than something which 
had been deliberately industrially manufactured. 
The piece that my husband noticed in Jo’s studio 
in many ways mimicked the appearance of a plas-
tiglomerate, a term coined to describe the bonding 
of organic and/or mineral matter with plastics into 
geological or rock-like formations (Corcoran et al. 
2014). The troubling appearance of plastiglomer-
ate was first recognised by Charles J. Moore4 on 
Kamilo Beach in 2006, one of Hawai’i’s most plastic 
pollution-affected beaches. Following from Moore’s 
findings, the term plastiglomerate was coined by 
a small research team containing sedimentary pe-
trologist Patricia Corcoran, Moore and visual artist 
Kelly Jazvac (2014). Together they argue that the 
appearance of plastiglomerate could indicate a po-
tential geographic marker to signal the start of the 
Anthropocene (Corcoran et al. 2014). 

The plastiglomerates that Corcoran and col-
leagues (2014) found in their sampling of the 
Kamilo Beach area were formed anthropogeni-
cally. They were formed as a result not only of the 
industrial manufacturing that created the plastics, 
but also of the secondary burning of plastics (likely 
in camp fires) which created the plastiglomerate 
itself. Following from this initial discovery, differ-
ent kinds of plastic-rock aggregates have been 
identified around the world, causing Rangel-
Buitrago and colleagues (2022) to suggest a diverse 

3	 Similar ethical quandaries exist for the removal of 
plastics from vegetated soil (see Cyvin et al. 2021 for a 
discussion).

4	 An oceanographer, Moore is known for having identi-
fied the Great Pacific Garbage Patch in 1997 (Gerhardt 
2021). Unfortunately the idea of a ‘patch’, the size 
of which has been likened to a continent, has led to 
false understandings of the ways in which plastics are 
found and behave in the oceans, most erroneously in 
the idea that plastics can simply be ‘cleaned’ from the 
oceans (see Monsaingeon 2017).



SASKIA ABRAHMS-KAVUNENKO, Anthropocene Ouroboros4

nomenclature to distinguish between the various 
plastic-rock composites. In favour of the use of the 
Plasticene they write that the particular ways ‘that 
plastics interact with humans and the environment 
meets the minimum requirements for defining 
this “time of plastic” as a new geologic substage’ 
(Rangel-Buitrago et al. 2022: 7). The authors note 
that the appearance of plastics accords well with 
the International Commission on Stratigraphy’s 
definitions for a ‘global chronostratigraphic stand-
ard’ (Rangel-Buitrago et al. 2022: 7), contending that 
there are clearly identifiable plastic markers to indi-
cate the ‘lower boundary of the Plasticene’ that are 
globally synchronic and can be ‘dated and compo-
sitionally described’ (Rangel-Buitrago et al. 2022: 7). 
They propose that, due to the recent appearance of 
plastics, the material markers of the Plasticene have 
not yet been disturbed by tectonic movements or 
other geological changes. Whilst they acknowledge 
that all geological classifications are ultimately con-
structs, they write that, given the volume of plastics 
that have been created, used and discarded, ‘this 
litter leaves its global marker for the beginning and 
definition of the Plasticene’ (Rangel-Buitrago et al. 
2022: 8). 

Generally perceived as distinct from plastics 
used in everyday life and those connected to infra-
structural necessities on the island, the seasonal 
arrival of plastics on Christmas Island’s beaches 
caused a range of reactions from locals and visitors. 
Many friends told me that they avoided going to 
the eastern beaches during the dry season, as the 
sight of the beaches covered in plastics was too 
depressing. Whilst visiting Greta Beach in August 
2024, friends explained to me that each day the 
tide completely covered the beach anew, bringing 
with each flow a fresh deluge of plastic waste. Greta 
Beach is a beautiful cove nestled between jagged 
limestone rock faces reached by clambering down a 
set of steep metal stairs. As I approached the beach 
in August 2024, from the top of the cliffside look-
out I could already see that the ocean currents were 
saturated with large pieces of plastic detritus. I had 
been driven to the beach by my then housemate 
Ann-Marie who had been a resident of the island for 
around five years. Formerly a volunteer for Eco crabs, 
a small island enterprise that melts plastics to create 
small household objects, Ann-Marie regularly visited 
Greta Beach to gather plastic debris, driftwood and 
other materials to use in making art. In conversation 
my husband asked her how bad the plastics were 
on that particular day, relative to others. She replied:

A three [out of ten]. I was just saying, I’ve had 
it so deep you were walking on plastic, not on 
the beach. What you see here, and it’s no dif-
ferent to any other day, gets brought in on the 
tide. Anything you pick up is a bonus, the rest 
gets swept out on the tide. Sometimes it gets 
the best of you and you just wander around 
… looking.

Ann-Marie explained the feeling of visiting the 
beaches: ‘It’s always different. Sometimes it’s over-
whelming and I sit there and cry. Sometimes it’s 
manky [slang for dirty] and it makes me feel sick.’ 
She told me later: ‘I’m not doing anything; I’m not 
changing anything. The problem is too big. But 
there are all these materials that I can go and col-
lect. Then I get to explore my art and what I can 
do.’ Beach cleanups are carried out by volunteers 
on the island, and local council workers pick up 
the collected debris left in re-used bags from the 
local phosphate mine near the beach’s car park. 
Aside from the localised efforts of people like Jo, 
Ann-Marie and other individuals and small volun-
teer groups such as Island Care, Ecocrabs, Tangaroa 
Blue and the local high school to re-utilise some of 
the found plastic waste, the plastics collected on 
the beaches end up in the island’s rubbish dump. 
Ann-Marie told me that the problem needed to be 
stopped in the water before it hits the island. She 
explained that one of the mainland-based NGOs, 
Tangaroa Blue, sends letters to companies when 
they find particular brands on the beaches. Matter-
of-factly, she went on: ‘you know what they probably 
do when they get those letters?’ Then she bran-
dished her middle finger.

Much of what arrives on the beaches of Christmas 
Island are single-use plastics, reflecting changes in 
the global use, dependence upon and speed of con-
sumption of plastics. In an interview with Jo in early 
2023, I asked her whether the plastic detritus on the 
island’s beaches had changed over the 27 years that 
she had been engaging with it? 

I think it probably has increased. Because in 
27 years there is now a lot more packaging 
of processed foods, and packaging related to 
processed foods and far, far more than there 
ever was in the past. And so you see a lot more 
… I think the quality of plastics has changed 
also. If I think about the toys and the little fig-
ures and things I have found in the past, they 
were quite solid and quite beautiful but there 
is a lot more stuff now that is … more flimsy 
and cheaply produced. And therefore breaks 
up more readily … The rubbish, doesn’t have 
the same appeal in a lot of ways. This sounds 
like a terrible thing to say because I think it 
is all disgusting, but I also find lots of beauty 
in it. I think I used to find a lot of interesting 
pieces of timber and carved bits of timber … 
I find a lot less of that now. You know I used 
to find maybe a piece, that you know might 
have come from the top of a chair … there is 
so much more now that is produced in plastic 
… the materials have changed over that time.

THE PREVALENCE OF PLASTICS

Since the invention of the first completely synthetic 
plastic, Bakelite, in 1907, both the scale of production 
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and the diversity of plastics have rapidly increased. 
The early designs and applications of plastics were 
associated with conservation (Meikle 1995), with 
the first uses of the non-synthetic plastic celluloid 
replacing tortoise shell for making combs and ivory 
for making billiard balls (Westmont 2020). Distinct 
from the initial utopian expectations of overcoming 
material shortages and the overhunting of certain 
species, emerging relationships with plastics in the 
twentieth century turned increasingly ambivalent in 
the post-war period (Meikle 1995). As the affordances 
of plastics inspired new forms of modernity they also 
invited critique (Meikle 1995). Whilst the appearance 
of plastic flowers in middle-class American suburbia 
created a sense of stability and effortless utilitarian 
durability (Gupta-Nigam 2020), they also attracted 
sceptical commentary that people were no longer 
able to see beauty in the natural cycles of blossom-
ing and decay (Meikle 1995). 

Just as the plastic fittings and furnishing of 
homes in the German Democratic Republic enabled 
a new kind of living for the socialist citizen (Rubin 
2008), plastics in capitalist contexts have been asso-
ciated with modernity and an increase in economic 
success (Pathak 2020, Schlehe and Yulianto 2020). 
The oft-scorned plastic bag can be a symbol of hos-
pitality in convenience stores in Japan (Steger 2021) 
and is associated with the performance of modern 
citizenry in urban Java in Indonesia (Schlehe and 
Yulianto 2020). As key materials which carry out im-
portant ‘social work’ (McKay et al. 2020: 312) plastics 
enable certain kinds of mobility and speed (Hawkins 
2018). Due to their specific material affordances, 
plastics have co-arisen with the development of 
specific kinds of economic configurations and in-
frastructures (Hawkins 2018). 

In many contexts plastics are exalted for their in-
tended material affordances, whilst in others they 
are repurposed to be used for something new. In 
their design and aesthetics, plastic boba (bubble) 
tea containers are a key part of the huge growth 
in the popularity of boba tea and the mass media-
tion of its consumption across China and elsewhere 
(Wu 2023). In other contexts plastics are repur-
posed in novel and creative ways, such as the use 
of plastic bags to make footballs by young men in 
Tanzania (Klocker et al. 2018), using colourful plas-
tic discards to weave backpacks (McKay and Perez 
2018), the repurposing of large plastic contain-
ers for carrying all kinds of liquids in Madagascar 
(Fache et al. 2023) or for fermenting milk products 
in Mongolia (Reichhardt and Abrahms-Kavunenko 
2022). Plastics intended for mundane usage can 
be incorporated into ritual contexts for containing 
offerings (Abrahms-Kavunenko 2022, Brox 2022, 
Holmes-Tagchundarpa 2023) and for conserving the 
memories and bodies of the dead (Bredenbröker 
2024a, 2024b). In ritual life, their capacity to remain 
can be both a boon and a source of social and ma-
terial problems. Plastic ritual remains from sacred 

offerings can become ambivalent as the extended 
lifespan of offered items can make it difficult for them 
to receive correct treatment after use (Abrahms-
Kavunenko 2022, Bhutia 2022, Bredenbröker 2024a, 
Brox 2022, Holmes-Tagchundarpa 2023, Wirtz 2009).

In some places, plastics and their proliferation 
have come to stand in for the failures of modernity 
(Abrahms-Kavunenko and Brox 2022, Abrahms-
Kavunenko 2023, Chao 2019, McKay et al. 2020, Meiu 
2020). As an increase in plastic imports frequently 
co-arises with the import of foreign products and 
dependencies on non-local food (such as instant 
noodles and sweets, see Chao 2019, McDougall 2021, 
respectively) the appearance of plastics has been 
associated with colonial domination and the loss of 
local social and biological reproduction (Chao 2019; 
see also Meiu 2020). 

Following the infamous pronouncement of 
the editor of Modern Packaging Magazine, Lloyd 
Stouffer, in 1956 that the ‘future of plastics is in 
the trash can’, the design of plastics increasingly 
moved from durable objects towards single-use, 
creating a design paradox (Hawkins 2013; Liboiron 
2016, 2018; Meikle 1995). As Gay Hawkins writes, sin-
gle-use packaging needed to be ‘both tough and 
expendable’ (Hawkins 2013: 74). Packaging such 
as polyethylene (PET) bottles used for containing 
liquids, needed to be durable enough to meet the 
expectations of stability during transportation and 
distribution, yet would be immediately thrown away 
after use (Hawkins 2013). Plastics, through their abil-
ities to contain and to be light enough for efficient 
transport, ensured that products could travel. These 
new forms of mobility had enormous impacts on the 
ways in which products were viewed. As she writes:

Containing isn’t a static function; it is an ac-
tion in itself, a dynamic capacity to hold and 
re-source. This socio-material and technical 
effect enacts a distinct form of presentism or 
ontology of the present. Commodities are im-
mediately present and available on the shelf 
before you; they appear to have no history or 
origin, their source is the package and they 
are endlessly replaceable and reproducible 
(Hawkins 2018: 99). 

In this way, as Barthes described above, the tem-
porality of single-use plastics communicates only 
with the present. Brightly-coloured food branding 
printed on plastic packaging simultaneously ob-
scures the origin stories of the products contained 
within and communicates the virtues of consump-
tion directly with consumers as the products sit on 
supermarket shelves. The past and the future are 
obfuscated as the affordances of plastics illuminate 
a kind of presentism that urges the consumer to 
forget the actual labour and materials involved in 
the consumption of the products that they encase, 
replacing their identities with the communication 
tied to the imaginary of the brand (Hawkins 2018). 
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For many people in the twenty first century, 
plastics are connected to pollution either after their 
discard or before (Pathak 2023). In India campaigns 
which symbolically link plastics to pollution as a 
problem of waste management or an aesthetic dis-
turbance (Pathak 2023) can lead to collection and 
small-scale open burning practices in an attempt 
to ‘clean’ spaces of unsightly rubbish (Latkar and 
Pathak 2024). The open burning of plastic waste, 
as a means of getting rid of waste and of provid-
ing low-income communities with a source of fuel 
or heat, can produce dangerous dioxins and other 
kinds of toxicants both during the course of burning 
and in the residues that remain (Pathak et al. 2023). 
The generation of plastiglomerates through burn-
ing transforms the chemical and physical properties 
of the ‘parent’ materials, meaning that the new ag-
glomerates contain more organic pollutants than 
the waste from which they came (Utami et al. 2023). 

The concatenating problems associated with 
plastics are expansive. In spite of attempts to in-
crease recycling programmes and the introduction 
of plastic bans in places such as Uganda, accord-
ing to reports by the United Nations Environment 
Program the current production of plastics is pre-
dicted to triple by 2050 (UNEP 2021: 38). In 2015 
around 60–99 million tonnes of discarded materials 
entered the environment and this figure is ex-
pected by 2050 to increase to 155–265 million tonnes 
per year (UNEP 2021: 13). Of all the plastics that have 
been created, around nine per cent have been recy-
cled and this recycling tends to happen just once, 
as the plastics degrade in the process of recycling, 
weakening the bonds between the polymers (UN 
Environment Report 2018a, 2018b). In 2017, the 
United Nations Environment Program (2021) esti-
mated that half the virgin plastics ever produced at 
that time had been created since 2004 (UNEP 2021). 
Plastics have been found in every part of the planet 
from the depths of the Mariana Trench (Peng et al. 
2018) to remote regions of the Arctic (Bergmann et 
al. 2022). Microplastics are now present in rainwater, 
aquatic environments, the soils in which we grow 
our food and the air we breathe (Chia et al. 2021, 
O’Brien et al. 2023, Zhang et al. 2020). They have be-
come a part of human bodies, being found in lung 
tissue (Amato-Lourenço et al. 2021), the blood (Leslie 
et al. 2022) and the brain (Nihart et al. 2025).

THE PLASTICENE THAT EATS ITS 
OWN TALE

As a term and a concept the Anthropocene, and its 
growing popularity, have been controversial since 
2000. Initially used by biologist Eugene Stroemer 
(Stager 2011), the term was popularised when at-
mospheric chemist Paul Crutzen interjected 
the term into a debate during the International 
Geosphere-Biosphere Program assembly in early 

2000. Frustrated by a lack of explanatory power in 
the usage of the Holocene, he suggested that the 
Holocene no longer had sufficient explanatory 
power due to the immense effects that human be-
ings were having on the planet (Irvine 2020). The 
Anthropocene’s capacity to stand in as a shorthand 
for widespread ecological destruction resulted in 
the term’s growing popularity both within and 
outside the scientific community. In the sciences, 
humanities and social sciences the concept has 
been widely utilised and critiqued. Some scholars 
have suggested alternative namings, to highlight 
the unevenness of the actors that have created 
these vast global changes. Suggested terms have 
included the Capitalocene and the Plantationocene 
(see Haraway 2015 for the genealogy of these terms) 
and, pertinent for this article, the Plasticene (Haram 
et al. 2020). 

Other parts of the debate, particularly within 
stratigraphy itself, have centred around the appro-
priate timeline for demarking the Anthropocene. In 
order to identify whether or not it should be officially 
included as part of the International Chronographic 
Timechart, twelve geologists formed a panel tasked 
with considering the scientific data in 2009 (Irvine 
2020: 11–12). As the Timechart is a diagram, with il-
lustrated dates, discussions have centred around 
the specific markers that could indicate the start 
of the epoch. Whilst some scholars have favoured 
dates such as the start of the industrial revolution 
(Crutzen and Stoermer 2000) or the colonisation 
of the Americas or a later ban on nuclear weap-
ons testing (both suggested as potential markers 
by Lewis and Maslin 2015), 1952 was selected as the 
most promising of the dates. This was the moment 
when hydrogen bomb experiments left residual plu-
tonium markers in the sediment of Crawford Lake 
in Ontario, Canada. Choosing the early 1950s also 
places the start of the Anthropocene at the begin-
ning of a period of expanding ecological destruction 
characterised by the rapid increase in deforestation, 
pollution, biodiversity loss, climatic changes, urban-
isation and consumption (labelled by some as the 
‘Great Acceleration’: see Morton 2013, Steffen et al. 
2015). 

In early 2024, the twelve geologists who were 
given the task of identifying the start of the epoch 
voted against 1952 as the definitive date to mark the 
commencement of the Anthropocene (Witze 2024). 
Following fifteen years of debate, the vote defeated 
efforts by some within the geological scientific 
community to agree on a specified date and marker 
that could pictorially be included in the Timechart. 
The very attempt to mark an epochal shift by a sin-
gle year is indicative of the kinds of timelines that 
some scientists are working with (see Irvine 2020). 
Whilst accepting that markers in the stratigraphic 
record should play a role in the identification of the 
Anthropocene, some scientists have challenged the 
idea that a single date or marker should herald the 
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start of the new epoch. They argue that, rather than 
having arrived all at once in a clearly recorded strati-
graphic moment, the Anthropocene epoch could 
be seen in diachronic rather than synchronic ways. 
This diachronic approach, as Ruddiman et al. argue 
(2015), would enable scholars to discuss the multiple 
ways in which anthropogenic activities are affecting 
the planet, looking at emergent processes rather 
than fixating on a particular date or activity to indi-
cate the shift (see also Edgeworth et al. 2023). 

Plastics have become so prolific in volume and 
widespread in their presence that they are now no-
table in the stratigraphic layers of the Earth. They are 
visible within soils and sedimentary deposits on the 
ocean floor (Zalasiewicz et al. 2016). In spite of the 
difficulties in identifying a clear marker to indicate 
the shift from the Holocene to the Anthropocene, 
as described above, some scientists have argued 
that plastics could be a potential marker of the 
Anthropocene or even of a ‘Plasticene’ (Corcoran et 
al. 2014, Haram et al. 2020, Zalasiewicz et al. 2016). 
Yet, unlike some of the other suggested strati-
graphic markers, plastics don’t seem to want to stay 
in their own epoch. Recent findings by Dimante-
Deimantovica and colleagues (2024) demonstrate 
that, due to the ways that microplastics move, they 
can migrate and infuse sedimentary layers from 
previous eras. They found that in sedimentary sam-
ples from the three lakes that they studied in Latvia 
the presence of microplastics within the soil sed-
iment was not time-synchronous with their usage 
and discard. In other words, the microplastics they 
found did not necessarily correlate with the date of 
their depositing, with some small, narrow particles 
migrating to previous layers of sediment that pre-
date the widespread industrial expansion of plastic 
production in the 1950s (Dimante-Deimantovica et 
al. 2024). This capacity of plastics to shimmy down 
to earlier stratigraphic layers and thereby infuse 
(and confuse) the past, complicates the very no-
tion of the Anthropocene. The widescale industrial 
generation of a material so prolific that it is found 
in every part of the planet not only leaves markers 
for its discovery to the future, but also unravels the 
very ways that scientists engage the past. Plastics, 
though created by presentist and progressive am-
bitions, do not conform to linear timelines. They slip, 
they shimmy and they suffuse. 

As Jo explained to me during a longer interview 
in 2023: ‘we’re not … in the future, going to uncover 
the kind of artefacts that archaeologists have been 
uncovering from the past, it is going to be masses 
and masses and masses of plastics.’ What kinds of 
ouroboros stories will this ever-new material tell? 
Ones that, interrupting, slip both ways through 
stratigraphic layering, foretelling their own inven-
tion and long outlasting their final use? What novel, 
stubborn, yet unstable set of industrially manufac-
tured entities do we leave to the past, the present 
and the future? 

CONCLUSION

On another visit to Greta beach in middle of 2024, I 
approached and chatted with some visitors eating 
lunch before they got ready to do a beach clean. It’s 
the dry season on Christmas Island and the waves 
are visually saturated with endless fragments of 
plastics, ranging in size. The beach has recently 
had a cleanup, yet it is already covered, once again, 
in bottle caps, Styrofoam, fishing ropes and other 
plastic detritus. They joke that they thought it 
would be nice to go down to Greta and eat lunch 
while they ‘witness the apocalypse’. Plastics, in their 
affordances and in their implication in ecological ca-
tastrophe, are one of the defining materials of the 
contemporary era. Along with leaving incalculable 
problems for the future, they have begun actively 
infusing the past. Generated from disinterred ma-
terials from deep time, they seem to be unwilling, 
once loose, to conform to the narrow time horizons 
of the people who have created them and who try 
their best to control them. They have been made by 
people, yet they refuse to do what they are told. 

In this way, plastics are iconic of the Anthropocene 
as envisaged by the late Bruno Latour. It is the very 
recalcitrance of this industrially-produced material 
– busy even now infusing itself sardonically into the 
past – to be temporally arrested, which, rather than 
discounting it as a marker of the Anthropocene, 
makes it a perfect candidate for understanding this 
new epoch. As Latour wrote of the Anthropocene 
(2014), accepting the full gravity of the meaning of 
the term implies that the human–nature dichotomy 
is forever lost. Embedded within the Anthropocene 
idea is the awareness that there is no longer a 
possibility of an ‘away’ on Earth, no longer a place 
untouched by the activities of humanity. In its best 
light, the Anthropocene can contain a kernel of the 
realisation that people have at once had a profound 
impact on the planet, and cannot control the out-
comes of their activities (Latour 2014). Could plastics 
be the defining non-marker of an Anthropocene 
that undoes even its own delineation? A material 
distinctive and pervasive, and completely out of 
control. A material created by a small number of 
people who profit inordinately from its ubiquity, and 
attendant damage (Abrahms-Kavunenko 2023). A 
material which, even as it instantiates a radical form 
of presentism and in its use obfuscates its own past, 
infuses and alters the very past it’s made to obscure. 
And as it leaves its mark in unknown ways for the 
future of multicellular life (Davis, 2022) is it not the 
ultimate exemplar of a troubling present? Of an 
Anthropocene with no beginning, and no end.
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