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Abstract

Plastic waste in cities creates a paradox: it is everywhere in daily life yet often escapes 
notice. While previous studies have highlighted plastic’s persistence and visibility as 
pollution, less attention has been given to its subtle, everyday disappearances in Nordic 
urban settings. This article develops resonant practices for studying this contradiction. 
Resonant practices emerged from walking-with plastic waste, extending attention to 
urban atmospheres in Turku, Finland. These practices focus on subtle signals such as 
flicker, tang, shimmer, or silence, and documents them as vignettes, composed through 
writing, drawing, photography, video, and sound recording. I argue that these practices 
make the hidden presence of  plastic workable for research. The research is made 
possible by treating small atmospheric and bodily traces as evidence, especially when 
they recur across senses and connect to urban systems that organize disappearance. 
Examples from fieldwork show how plastic becomes affectively present in ordinary 
spaces and how careful use of  measurement can connect with sensory noticing. 
Resonant practices condense into what I name as the microplastic gaze: an embodied 
attentiveness to cultivated absences of  plastics that extends fieldwork toward situated 
resonance. The article concludes by emphasising the importance of  methodological 
approaches, remaining attentive to forms of  loss, disappearance, and attenuation, and 
offering new ways to document the elusive materialities of  urban plastic waste.

Keywords: plastic waste, resonance, presence-as-absence, atmospheres, fieldwork, 
microplastic gaze

Neylan Ogutveren Aulara

‘[…] the skin is faster than the world’ (Massumi 1995: 86)
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Introduction

In contemporary cities, plastic often appears in its most alluring form on shop shelves, 
but the moment it becomes discarded it is removed from circulation almost invisibly, 
taken care of  without notice. Crucially, the design of  waste infrastructure makes plastic 
waste vanish in plain sight. The dark coloured waste bins, positioned in hidden locations, 
contribute to this disappearance. Removal, however, does not mean non-existence 
(Harman 2018; Serres 2008); rather, it signals an afterlife of  displacement (Deleuze  &  
Guattari 1987). For instance, plastic continues to exist when it infiltrates the air as fibres 
from synthetic clothing, breaks down into dust from car tyres, or disperses as residues 
of  incinerated waste (Sheraz et al. 2023; Yoon et al. 2024; Dris et al. 2015; SEPA 2021; 
Özkan  &  Gündoğdu 2020). This cultivated urban smoothness, far from reassuring, 
is problematic precisely because it raises the question of  where plastic resides when 
it is not visible; when it does not cling to shopfront thresholds, drift across market 
squares, or gather in alleyways, but instead circulates through bodies, atmospheres, and 
infrastructures in ways that remain only faintly perceptible. To walk in such a city is, 
therefore, to encounter absence as an arrangement: the product of  maintenance and 
design, a choreography of  occlusion that conceals plastic at the very moment it secures 
order.

Global plastics production reached 413.8 million tonnes (Mt) in 2023, with almost 
90 percent still derived from fossil feedstocks. Despite decades of  policy, and industrial 
discourse on sustainability, only 8.7 percent of  plastics worldwide are produced from 
post-consumer recycles, while bio-based plastics remain negligible at 0.7 percent. Europe 
presents a comparatively more advanced profile, with 13.2 percent of  production based 
on circular plastics, however, even here nearly 80 percent remains fossil based. While 
European production has declined slightly in the last five years, from around 60 Mt 
to 54 Mt, global production continues to rise.  Recycling rates, trade balances, and 
percentage shares foreground a narrative of  progress while simultaneously concealing 
the scale of  persistence. Europe’s celebrated circularity, for instance, obscures the 
larger reality that the overwhelming share of  material continues to be generated from 
fossil hydrocarbons (PlasticsEurope 2023; Jackson 2013). Beyond these figures, I, like 
many others, see plastic as an essential material that has had a profound impact on 
the advancement of  technology, health, and the sciences, among other fields (Singh 
& Walker 2024). Nevertheless, today, as the production figures above indicate, its 
growth has reached excessive levels. Moreover, plastic is composed of  a wide range of  
complex ingredients. This composite nature makes its decomposition, and therefore 
its circularity and recyclability far more difficult (Vogt et al. 2021). Notably, recycled 
polyester garments have been shown to release more microfibres than those made from 
virgin plastic (Özkan & Gündoğdu 2020). Hence, the discourse of  circularity, often 
celebrated as exemplary, rests on unstable ground, since current waste management 
systems are marked by persistent leakages and structural flaws (Pyyhtinen & Zavos 
2025; Crocker 2018; Lacy & Rutqvist 2016; Perez et al. 2024; Gregson & Crang 2010). 

The hyper durable material of  plastic, persists across scales and times beyond human 
comprehension (Morton 2013; Gregson & Crang 2010; Colebrook 2014; Clark 2011), 
reappearing in micro-particulate form across ecologies. Conversely, plastic exemplifies 
disposability, designed to be sensed and then forgotten (Hetherington 2004; Pyyhtinen 
et al. 2023; Perez et al. 2024; Hawkins 2006). This double quality of  persistence and 
disappearance renders plastic into the medium of  a fleeting encounter. As a researcher 
of  plastic waste cultures and geographies, the challenge this raises is methodological. 



Aular:  Walking with plastic waste... — p. 29–52
nordia geographical publications

55:4

31

How can researchers engage with a material that is at once everywhere and scarcely 
perceptible? Framed in a different way: How can fieldwork attend to matter that is 
barely felt, fleeting, or muted, such as the absences, atmospheres, and circulations of  
plastic waste; all of  which resist capture? 

Recent methodological turns in more-than-representational theory and sensory 
ethnography offer one response. More-than-representational work has long urged 
attentiveness to the affective, atmospheric, and more-than-human dimensions of  
everyday life (Thrift 2007; J. Lorimer 2008). Sensory ethnography likewise explores how 
atmospheres can be evoked without fixing them, while creating ways of  working with 
traces and intensities (Pink 2015). More recently, scholars of  proximity and resonance 
argue that research must remain close to what is felt but unseen, cultivating sensitivity 
to reverberations and correspondences (Rantala et al. 2024). Across these approaches 
emerges a shared concern with what resists capture, and a recognition that incompletion 
can itself  be a resource for knowledge (Haraway 1988; Phillip Vannini 2015; Springgay 
& Truman 2018).

These orientations converge in what Philip Vannini calls vitalist methodologies, which 
foreground process, affect, and entanglement over fixed representation. They cover 
more-than-representational and more-than-human research methodologies and, thus, 
provide the basis for working with the absence–presence problem: how materials appear 
and withdraw simultaneously (2025). My own stance is shaped by the contradiction of  
plastic waste in Nordic cities. At the level of  research, there is an expanding body of  
documents on micro- and nanoplastics in air, soil, and water, but these studies remain 
distant from everyday awareness. As Vannini points out, data are never simply neutral 
‘givens’ but ‘takens’ (2015). They are abstractions that risk vanishing into numbers and 
textualization, muting the vitality of  what they represent (see also: Dewey 1938; Koro-
Ljungberg & MacLure 2013). In the case of  microplastics, measurements circulate as 
figures and percentages that rarely resonate with lived experience. However everyday life 
in Turku is structured by infrastructures and habits that foster insensibility: streets are 
designed to appear orderly, bins promise disappearance, and recycling narratives reassure 
(Kinnunen & Valtonen 2018; Hawkins 2006). I borrow the definition of  absence from 
Lars Frers (2013) who states that absence is not a lack but a corporeal and processual 
condition: what is sensed is not the missing object itself  but its withdrawal, its presence-
as-absence. I use the term cultivated deliberately, as absences of  plastic are not accidental 
but actively tended through waste management systems, narratives of  circularity, and 
green transition policies that promise disappearance while often deepening dispersal. 
Such absences are ordinary, arising in mundane practices and landscapes, yet powerful 
precisely because they unsettle embodied expectations (Doeland 2019; Pyyhtinen et al. 
2023). This framing is crucial for my inquiry into plastic waste, which persists less as 
discrete objects than as traces, silences, and atmospheric withdrawals in the urbanscape 
of  Turku, while opening up space to examine how infrastructures are materially 
apprehended through what they conceal or defer (Hetherington 2004).

My contribution builds on this methodological turn and proposes resonant practices 
to address the absences cultivated by infrastructures and the habit of  looking away. 
These are vitalist methodological tools that emerged from my fieldwork; walking 
with plastic waste, keeping sensory journals, and allowing minor encounters to guide 
attention. I have named the combination of  these multimodal scenes as vignettes. 
The term vignette refers to a fragment that is assembled through writing, drawing, 
photography, video, and sound recording, that condenses a fleeting encounter into a 
form that is both descriptive and analytic. Vignettes are reflectively situated impressions 
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that materialise differently with each encounter. When words were not sufficient, 
drawings took their place (Figure 1); when writing was not possible, video or sound 
recording became the means of  expression. Thus, they are a part of  resonant practices 
which emphasise (1) evocation over description, (2) bridging across sensory registers, 
(3) cultivating situational sympathy, and (4) attuning to atmospheric traces. 

To substantiate the proposition, this article unfolds in three interrelated parts. The 
first part situates the discussion within methodological debates on resonance, absence, 
attunement, atmosphere, and situated knowledges, thereby establishing the theoretical 
basis. Building on this conceptual basis, the second part focusses on the fieldwork in 
Turku, presenting four vignettes that trace plastic’s atmospheric presence through the 
practice of  walking-with. The insights from these vignettes provide the basis for the third 
part, which develops the methodological implications of  these encounters, showing 
how a resonant approach operates in practice and how it can interface with targeted 
measurement. Finally, the argument is synthesised in the conclusion, which draws these 
threads together into what I call the microplastic gaze, an embodied attentiveness that 
resonant practices gradually cultivate through fieldwork.

Figure 1. Author’s drawing, Turku, 2025.
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Resonance, absence, atmospheres and attunement

This section situates the study within existing scholarship, drawing on resonant 
practices and their four commitments. Resonance has become a key theme in recent 
methodological debates. The book Researching with Proximity describes reverberations 
as ‘material-affective resonations of  place’ that unfold through interference and 
atmospheric entanglements (Hurst & Stinson 2024). Hurst and Stinson argue that 
to work with reverberations is to remain open to what is felt yet unseen, to attend 
to how places vibrate across bodies and materials. This emphasis extends the longer 
trajectory in more-than-representational theory, where Hayden Lorimer (2005) 
called for attention to ‘the busyness of  being more-than-representational,’ and Erin 
Manning (2010) described as a quality that ‘is never still but always more-than-one.’ 
Resonance, in this sense, does not fix meaning but carries experience forward through 
vibrations, echoes, forms of  ongoingness. In my own fieldwork, resonance has become 
a methodological anchor. This trajectory also aligns with the affective turn in Nordic 
landscape studies. In the Nordic context, Maunu Häyrynen et al. (Häyrynen et al. 2021) 
have emphasised that landscape research is moving away from symbolic representation 
toward multisensual, embodied, and relational approaches. In a broader sense, the same 
tendency is visible in Liz Bondi’s correspondence with landscape (Davidson et al. 2005). 
My concern with resonance, absence, and atmosphere continues this line but channels it 
to the urbanscape of  Turku, where plastic waste unsettles sensory registers and appears 
through ephemeral entanglements. In what follows, I situate these practices in relation to existing 
debates on absence, attunement, atmosphere, and situated knowledges, showing how they 
open possibilities for fieldwork with urban plastic waste. 

If  presence is always already shadowed by withdrawal (Nancy 2007; Harman 2011; 
Frantzen & Bjering 2020; Hetherington 2004), and if  infrastructures stage disappearance 
while residues persist under erasure (Pyyhtinen et al. 2025; McClintock & Morris 2024; 
Larkin 2013; McCormack 2003; Hird 2012; Kinnunen & Valtonen 2018; Hawkins 
2006), then absence cannot be treated as failure or lack. It is the condition through 
which resonance begins, unsettling perception and requiring attunement (Manning 
2013; Johansson 2019). Consequently, I turned to spaces where plastic waste is not 
present. This practice, combined with research on micro- and nanoplastics and the 
recognition that plastic as a material never disappears but only changes form, enacts 
what I understand as the infrastructural politics of  invisibility and thus shaped my experience 
in Turku (Liboiron 2021; Larkin 2013; Perez et al. 2024; May 2022; Ghisellini et al. 
2016; Davis 2022; Hetherington 2004). Resonant practices arose at this threshold, 
to hold absence open as a generative orientation for fieldwork while walking with 
plastic waste entanglements (Springgay & Truman 2018; de Certeau 2014; Ingold 
2011). Similar to the call by social scientists Antonio Carvalho and Mariana Riquito 
(2022) for listening-with as a pluriversal, more-than-human practice, my approach works 
through walking-with plastic to attune to what withdraws from direct perception into 
atmosphere. My encounters underscore how perception is situated and uneven, shaped 
by positionality and feeling (Haraway 1988; Caretta & Jokinen 2017). To emphasise 
absence as methodologically productive is to align with recent debates in geography 
that frame incompletion as a resource: research itself  unfolds through what remains 
unfinished, partial, and interrupted  (Phillip Vannini 2015; Haraway 1988; Haraway 
2016; Ingold 2011; Rantala et al. 2024). I felt this most when my steps slowed without 
reason, sensing something withheld rather than shown.
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In this line of  inquiry, to work with resonance and absence requires a particular 
mode of  sensitivity that I describe as attunement.1 Attunement has been developed in 
geography and anthropology as a practice of  receptivity, a way of  cultivating attention 
to subtle shifts and fleeting traces. For anthropologist Tim Ingold (see also: Whitehouse 
2001; 2011), perceptual skill arises not from detached observation but through ‘an 
education of  attention’ which is a process of  learning to notice what environments 
afford. Human geography professor Derek McCormack (2013) similarly writes of  
attunements as ways of  inhabiting atmospheres, registering modulations and intensities 
before they settle into meaning. This resonates with Philosopher Brian Massumi’s (2002) 
distinction between affective intensity and qualified emotion, where affect circulates as 
a pre-personal charge before it is organised into meaning. Attunement, in this sense, 
is about adjusting oneself  to perceive what might otherwise remain indistinct. In my 
own fieldwork, attunement was indispensable because plastic rarely appeared as a stable 
object. The task was hidden in the details of  everyday things: in a beverage can where 
a thin plastic lining holds the liquid against the aluminium; in the sharp odour drifting 
from the freshly painted façade of  a shop; in the constant movement of  car tyres 
pressing plastic into the asphalt of  city streets. Even mundane gestures such as opening 
packaging generate new microplastic traces (Sobhani et al. 2020). These moments were 
minor disturbances that demanded a recalibration of  attention. To follow them meant 
allowing misrecognitions and partial perceptions to linger and accepting that what was 
sensed might never fully arrive. Attunement, then, became the methodological skill 
through which resonance and absence could be registered together. Within resonant 
practices, attunement anchors the researcher’s capacity to dwell with withdrawal which 
means to notice how absence thickens atmospherically and to let such traces guide the 
unfolding of  inquiry.

Resonance, absence, and attunement are encountered most vividly in the register 
of  atmosphere. Atmosphere refers to the diffuse qualities that circulate between 
bodies, materials, and environments, shaping perception without becoming objects 
in themselves. Derek McCormack (2013) understands atmospheres as spatially and 
temporally diffuse fields of  affective intensity, while human geographers Ben Anderson 
and Paul Harrison (2010) emphasise their collective and elusive nature: sensed together, 
but nevertheless difficult to capture or stabilise. Cultural anthropologist Kathleen 
Stewart (2011) whose work has been influential in affect studies likewise highlights 
how attunements unfold in atmospheric registers that are ordinary but charged. In 
sensory ethnography, Sarah Pink (2015) suggests that ethnographic practice should 
evoke sensory and affective qualities, creating ways of  lingering with what otherwise 
dissipates. In my research I have rarely encountered the atmospheres of  plastic waste 
in a spectacular form. On the contrary, the encounters were often minor observations 
such as on damp mornings near the harbour, where tarpaulins stretched across moored 
boats released a faint synthetic humidity, perceptible more in the condensation of  air 
than as an object of  sight, as well as around construction sites, where plastic sheeting 
trembled against scaffolding, its percussive flapping interrupting the monotony of  
traffic noise with an unsettled rhythm. Further encounters emerged in winter, when 
snow muffled packaging waste into indistinct forms, only for fragments of  colour to 
seep back through the thaw as a delayed return instead an outright disappearance. These 
moments were affective fields in which absence reverberated differently: as humidity, 
as percussion, as latency. Walking through them was to encounter plastic not only as 
fragmentary matter but as an atmospheric condition, one that required attunement to 
register its presence-as-absence.
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Finally, the methodological orientation I propose is grounded in situated knowledges. 
Feminist theorist Donna Haraway (1988) argued that objectivity cannot be achieved 
through the ‘god trick’ of  a detached view from nowhere, but only through a ‘partial 
perspective.’ Knowledge is always embodied, located, and stitched together imperfectly, 
and this very incompleteness is what allows for accountability and more reliable accounts 
of  the world. The knowing self, Haraway writes, is “partial in all its guises, never finished, 
whole, simply there and original” (1988: 586) but always constructed in fragments, stitched 
together across encounters. This is how I compose my vignettes. They are deliberately 
pieced together, not to form a seamless whole, but to hold traces of  atmospheric 
disturbances in their incompleteness. This principle has become central in feminist and 
reflexive geographies, where positionality and affect are recognised as shaping what 
can be known in the field (Caretta & Jokinen 2017; Dowler & Sharp 2001; Rose 1997; 
Caretta & Riaño 2016). My own encounters with plastic in Turku were marked by 
this situatedness: lingering on riverbanks where ice broke against moorings, crossing 
market squares slick with rain, or walking under scaffolds where wind unsettled the 
plastic sheets. The absences I describe are the plastic waste phenomena registered along 
these paths, in those moments, with this body. Resonant practices emerge from such 
specificity, refusing the claim to general method. Here I also follow geographer Max 
Liboiron’s (2021) argument that research methods are themselves relationships  and 
that unacknowledged practices risk reproducing the extractive logics of  colonialism. 
To foreground situated knowledges is therefore to insist on accountability. My own 
account is shaped by the privileges and limits of  my position as a doctoral researcher, 
meaning that other bodies and communities in Turku may register different absences or 
atmospheres that remain inaccessible to me. Resonant practices are thus vitalist tools, 
shaped by my fieldwork, that may take different forms in other contexts. 

Overall, resonance, absence, attunement, atmosphere, and situated knowledges 
provide the methodological basis for this article. Each has been developed in prior 
scholarship and brought into relation, where together they make it possible to approach 
plastic waste (in)sensibilities in the city in new ways. Resonant practices emerged from 
walking and sensing in Turku, from these specific Nordic conditions that choreograph 
plastic into the background of  everyday sensory experience. As situated methodological 
tools, they may move across other urban contexts, though they will necessarily need to 
be re-situated according to how plastic waste is sensorially arranged and attuned to in 
each place. The novelty of  this contribution does not lie in theorising absence itself, 
but in showing how presence-as-absence becomes palpable through infrastructures of  
disposal and practices of  neglect, and in demonstrating how resonance and attunement 
can be mobilised to work with such absences. By situating these practices within the 
atmospheres of  the city and acknowledging the specificity of  my own positionality, I 
propose a way of  engaging with the affective absences of  plastic waste as an ordinary 
but urgent condition of  contemporary urban life.

Ephemeral field encounters through resonant practices

My fieldwork in Turku always begins with me leaving home with the intention of  
walking in the form of  a dérive, a situationist practice of  urban drifting rooted in 
psychogeography, in which routes are led by the atmospheric and sensory qualities of  
the terrain rather than predetermined destinations (Debord 2014). Usually, I carry only 
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what the weather allows: on rainy days, my phone to photograph or record sound; on 
dry days, a video recorder together with a notebook and pencil. I walk alone, yet never 
apart, walking-with plastic as companion and dwelling with its traces in the urbanscape 
with an embodied, partial view. In this section, I present four vignettes, originally 
produced through different modes—writing, drawing, photographing, and recording—
but later stitched together into Substack blog posts. Evocation, bridging, situational 
sympathy, and attunement have emerged as modes through this practice. Each vignette 
is written from walking, pausing, breathing, and listening, allowing the urbanscape to 
guide inquiry; a mode of  inhabiting that resonates with cultural and historical geographer 
John Wylie’s (2007) account of  dwelling as an embodied negotiation with landscape. 
Nevertheless, before allowing the section to unfold, I would like to clarify my approach 
to walking and the reason I conducted this research in Turku, Finland.

The former, walking, as methodology has received sustained attention across 
geography and allied fields such as social sciences and humanities (Ingold & Vergunst 
2008; Springgay & Truman 2018; Wylie 2005; Ingold 2011; Rantala et al. 2024). These 
accounts stress how walking creates conditions for embodied, situated, and relational 
knowledge. I align myself  with this line of  thought that emphasises human relationality, 
where the practice of  walking-with is distinguished by its attention to companionship 
(Haraway 2016; Alaimo 2017; Rantala et al. 2024). In this sense, walking as a means of  
conducting research was never conceived as a neutral means of  transport. I must admit 
that while each walk began by simply placing one foot in front of  the other, the practice 
itself  emerged from two conceptual orientations: (a) the dérive and (b) walking-with. The 
dérive allowed routes and tempos to emerge from atmospheres and minor disturbances 
rather than predetermined points (Debord 2014). Mapping the city was never part of  
the process. However, mapping the sensescapes of  Turku in relation to plastic waste 
(in)sensibilities at one moment in time was possible, as long as the act of  keeping track 
did not displace attention from the sensory experience itself. Walking-with is where 
the ‘with’ signals a refusal to claim solitary mastery and an openness to the agencies 
of  others, human, non-human and objects, that redirect, delay, or unsettle one’s path. 
This approach to walking aligns with the more-than-human walking methodologies 
developed by scholars Stephanie Springgay and Sarah Truman (2018), although my 
emphasis shifts toward attending to absences and atmospheric traces of  plastic. For this 
reason, I avoid describing these practices as autoethnographic, since I do not wish to 
place the human—or the researcher—at the centre of  the inquiry, and instead frame 
them as situated walking practices oriented toward the relational and more-than-human 
conditions through which plastic becomes perceptible.

The location where this research takes place, Turku, Finland, was chosen because 
Turku offers conditions typical of  many Nordic cities— advanced waste infrastructures, 
circular economy promises, and a civic culture of  cleanliness, whilst its modest size 
makes these dynamics accessible to close, embodied inquiry. As a walkable city with 
relatively few residents, Turku can be traversed in its entirety by a sole researcher, 
allowing everyday atmospheres –from the market square to the riverside and residential 
areas– to be continuously attended to. Beyond these qualities, Turku remains actively 
engaged in research networks such as PlastLIFE Finland (Institute 2022) and projects 
such as Circular Turku (Turku 2018). This combination of  infrastructural advancement 
and a manageable scale establishes Turku as an exemplary site. Significantly, what 
can be observed in Turku also resonates with broader Nordic sensibilities, where 
infrastructures of  cleanliness and circular economy narratives actively cultivate plastic’s 
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(in)sensibilities in ways that demand specifically attuned methodological responses. 
Turku’s compactness enables this kind of  step-by-step attunement, through which the 
absences and withdrawals of  plastic waste can be methodologically traced. 

Evocation over description

The dérive on 24 April 2025 began under a cold northern wind, my body wrapped in 
synthetic fabrics engineered to resist such weather (Aular 2025d). The protection was 
welcome, but I was also aware of  its artificiality: plastic buffering plasticity. Each gust 
pressed against me, reminding me that even my comfort was mediated by polymer 
layers. I felt both grateful for the shield and faintly uneasy about what it meant to move 
through the world this way. As the walk unfolded, plastic surfaced again. Entering a 
supermarket, I felt the warmth and brightness engulf  me after the wind, but nothing 
about the material environment changed. Vegetables, drinks, toothbrushes: everything 
encased in plastic. I found myself  looking more at the packaging than the products, 
unable to escape the sense of  enclosure. Even the fluorescent lights seemed to sharpen 
through polymer brightness. I noticed myself  moving more quickly through the aisles, as 
if  hurrying against the weight of  the recognition that I was complicit in this saturation. 

Leaving the store, I paused before an unfinished building, skeletal and draped in 
tarpaulins. The plastic coverings shifted slightly in the wind, straining and rattling. I 
stopped because the structure seemed to echo a talk I knew I would attend the following 
week about plastics in buildings 2. I felt caught between future and present: the promise 
of  a new space already wrapped in polymer, the sound of  the tarpaulin tugged by wind 
resonating with the coat that tugged against my shoulders. Once more, I was inside 
the material, not outside observing it. By the time darkness fell, I was tired of  walking 
in the cold. I stepped onto a scooter (Figure 2) waiting at the edge of  the sidewalk. 
Its plastic body felt sleek, almost too smooth. The ride gave me comfort, but it was 
a guilty comfort, a relief  that cut short exposure to the wind and the night. I realised 
how easily plastic slipped into my day: in my clothing, my shopping, my mobility, even 
in the architecture of  the city. The dérive ended, but what remained was not an image 
or object, but a hum; the sense of  being continually wrapped, carried, and buffered by 
plastic. It was an evocation of  plastic not as a discrete object, but as an atmospheric 
condition woven through everyday life. 

Evocation, as a resonant practice, works by attending to atmospheric impressions 
instead of  stabilising objects. In contrast to cataloguing each instance of  plastic such 
as fabric weave, package label, scooter design, the method lingers with what plastic 
summons: protection and ease, unease and concealment, a continuous buffering that 
is felt more than it is seen. Plastic here is not a single entity but a material surround, 
an environment that holds the city together in subtle ways. To illustrate this, I would 
like to mention that in Malmö, Sweden, studies have measured a daily deposition of  
433 tyre particles per square metre of  street (Hanna Unsbo et al. 2022). This finding, 
like the dérive, reveals saturation that escapes the eye, but which, however, is registered 
in the body and in instruments alike. Moreover, recent biomedical studies show that 
microplastics not only circulate in air and dust but also accumulate in human tissues, 
including the brain and vascular system, with higher concentrations observed in patients 
diagnosed with dementia and cardiovascular disease (Nihart et al. 2025; Gecegelen et al. 
2025; Alziny et al. 2025; Makwana et al. 2025). Thus, through evocation, the fieldworker 



38

no
rd

ia
 g

eo
gr

ap
hi

ca
l p

ub
lic

at
io

ns
55:4 Aular:  Walking with plastic waste... — p. 29–52

learns to dwell with plastic as an atmosphere that wraps, carries, and unsettles everyday 
urban life. Building on this practice of  evocation, the resonant practice of  bridging 
offers further ways of  working with these absences.

Figure 2. Author’s photo, Turku, 2025.
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Bridging across sensory registers

My walk with plastic on 23 April 2025  took place during persistent rain, the kind that 
made everything gleam and made everyone look the same (Aular 2025c). Impertex jackets, 
rubber shoes, hoods pulled tight. I noticed how I too had joined this choreography, my 
body moving in step with others. Engines hummed, tires hissed against wet asphalt, 
and the friction of  the road sang with rhythmic insistence. The mechanical duet was 
interrupted now and then by sharp birdsong, an unexpected counterpoint. I felt myself  
listening not to one sound but to layers, carried along by the intersections between them. 
Later at Michael’s church, an orchestra rehearsal seemed to open another frequency. 
The resonance of  strings filled the hall, but even here my attention wandered: which 
parts of  this music were plastic? The shoulder rests of  violins, the stands, the fabrics of  
clothing, the clips in musicians’ hair? Plastic was there, invisible but resonant in sound, 
enabling performance. As I returned outside, the air shifted again; a sharp, synthetic 
smell emanated from an open shop door. Paint volatility, unmistakably polymeric. I 
caught my breath, though the scent stayed in my nose. It was like a reminder that 
the atmosphere itself  carries plastic in ways that are not always visible. Underfoot, I 
crouched to inspect flattened gum (Figure 3) embedded in the pavement, petro-archives 
that would fracture into particles no one would ever notice. By the river, the brown 
water ran thick, framed by grass and punctuated by stark white plastic bags carried in 
people’s hands. The scene produced an accidental palette, plastic’s colour bleeding into 
an otherwise ordinary urban composition.

These moments are performative sequences in which bridging becomes a resonant 
practice. Knowledge emerges not from one sense alone but from their intersections: 
rain, slippery surfaces shimmering with the hiss of  car tyres on wet asphalt, orchestral 
resonance mediated through plastic materials, paint volatility entering breath, the visual 
contrast of  river and bags unsettling perception. Bridging here cannot be defined 
as an act of  accumulation. Bridging is a resonance across registers; moments when 
sight, sound, smell, and tactility overlap, making the presence of  plastic more palpable 
than could be achieved through  by any single observation. This same multi-sensory 
condition is reflected in Helsinki where kerbside air analyses revealed polyethylene, 
polypropylene, polystyrene, PET, and tyre rubbers suspended in PM10, comprising 
1–3% of  total particulate matter (Martinmäki et al. 2025). These particles evade sight, 
yet they infiltrate breath; they are unseen but inhaled, sensed in bodies even when 
invisible to the eyes. At this point, one can argue that even measurement becomes a 
form of  bridging, translating imperceptible traces into quantified registers of  exposure. 
Thus, bridging, fieldwork and monitoring resonate with one another: revealing plastic’s 
dispersal as an entangled condition that is registered across senses and scales.
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Figure 3. Author’s photo, Turku, 2025.
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Situational sympathy

The dérive on 26 April 2025 carried me unexpectedly into a forest (Figure 4) I had never 
visited before, only thirty minutes from the city centre (Aular 2025a). The buildings 
dissolved more quickly than I expected, replaced by the damp scent of  soil and the thick 
green breath of  the tree canopy. The transition unsettled me at first. I slowed my pace, 
listening to the new rhythm of  my footsteps on soft ground. It felt like entering another 
tempo, slower, deeper, less hurried. The forest swallowed me, and I let it. Breathing 
became the first thing I noticed. My chest expanded differently in this air; fuller, cooler, 
less strained than in the streets. For a moment I felt relief, almost a cleansing. Then I 
recalled an article I had recently read about how trees absorb microplastics through 
their leaves (Y. Li, Zhang, et al. 2025). The thought would not leave me: even here, 
the air I inhaled was entangled with the city’s emissions, circulating invisibly between 
branches and lungs. I looked up at the canopy and imagined the trees breathing in 
plastic, adapting, persisting. The forest transformed from pure shelter into a negotiation 
with waste. 

Later, I realised this entanglement may be even more complex. Scientists describe 
how microplastics drifting in air become hosts for bacteria, fungi, and viruses, forming 
moving ecosystems that can spread across continents. These particles protect microbes 
from dryness and UV light, allowing them to survive far longer in the atmosphere (C. Li, 
Jin, et al. 2025). To stand in the forest breathing alongside trees was also, unknowingly, to 
breathe with this plastisphere; an unseen ecology of  particles and organisms suspended 
between earth and sky. The comfort of  oxygen-rich air was inseparable from the unease 
of  sharing breath with plastic and its microbial passengers. This realisation shifted my 
own breathing. I became hyperaware of  each inhalation, as if  I were drawing in both 
oxygen and something untraceable, microscopic. I felt myself  adjusting to the rhythm 
of  the forest, aligning with the slow exhalation of  branches, the gentle stirring of  leaves. 
The longer I stood, the less I experienced myself  as separate. My body, the trees, the 
particles, and the plastisphere seemed to fold into one another. I wondered whether 
the trees might be mediating plastic differently than we do, whether their silent labour 
might cushion the impact, metabolising what otherwise harms. The dérive had led me 
into a kind of  correspondence that I could not step out of, even if  I wanted to.

What I describe here as situational sympathy is not empathy for trees, nor a projection 
of  human feeling onto the more-than-human. Sympathy, in this sense, is an embodied 
openness to the entanglement of  a scene; a bodily alignment with forces that gather 
in the moment, whether vegetal, atmospheric, or microbial. It suspends the urge to 
separate subjects and objects and instead allows me to be folded into the composition: 
my body breathing, trees breathing, microplastics circulating between us, and even 
microbial life carried on those particles. Recent research findings confirm that such 
entanglements are material conditions. To sense the forest canopy as porous to plastic 
was also, in a way, to sense this plastisphere; an ecology of  air that I could not see but 
was already part of  my breath. Situational sympathy, then, is a practice of  staying with 
this co-presence. As a methodological orientation, situational sympathy differs from 
empathy, which assumes the possibility of  inhabiting another’s perspective, and from 
description, which catalogues discrete elements. Unlike bridging,  situational sympathy 
is concerned with feeling-with the assemblage itself. To remain in sympathy, thus, is to 
acknowledge that perception is always partial, distributed, and shared. It is a resonance 
that implicates human and more-than-human alike in the atmospheric circulation of  
plastic.
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Figure 4. Author’s photo, Turku, 2025.
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Attuning to atmospheric traces

On Museum Day, 17 May 2025, I drifted through Turku with no clear destination, 
carried more by mood than by plan (Aular 2025b). The city felt saturated with 
events, performances, and exhibitions, a hum of  culture pressing into the streets. I 
followed a small crowd into the Sibelius Museum and joined a guided tour on Juhani 
Pohjanmies. The guide’s words cascaded through the room: musician, organist, 
composer, instrument inventor, shopkeeper, conductor, painter, writer, philosopher. 
Then a single word caught me: ‘plastic.’ The kantelepiano (Figure 5) had plastic keys, 
due to Pohjanmies’s fascination with the material once it arrived in Finland. Suddenly 
the exhibition shifted. I was no longer only seeing instruments; I was sensing plastic, 
woven into sound, invention, and memory. I listened differently after that. When media 
artist Atte Häkkinen (Figure 6) performed on Pohjanmies’s instruments, I heard both 
acoustic resonance and something quieter: the futures plastic once promised. The 
guide had mentioned children’s sci-fi books (Figure 7) that imagined helicopters and 
technologies made of  polymer, futures of  light and optimism. I tried to stay with this 
double resonance: the sound in the room, and the echo of  the futures plastic once 
promised. Attunement in this case was about staying receptive to the subtler currents 
of  hope and unease that plastic carried in this setting. I found myself  listening for traces 
that were not entirely audible: the lingering aura of  promised futures, futures that felt 
unfinished.

This is what I describe as attunement: the capacity to notice how atmospheres thicken 
or withdraw, how absence and presence intermingle without resolution. Attunement 
differs from evocation or sympathy because it relies on receptivity; on adjusting oneself  
to what is faint, incomplete, or opaque. The museum was another place within the city 
where plastic was encountered as atmosphere, as memory, as a residue of  futures that 
no longer align with the present. Nordic infrastructures demonstrate that this opacity 
is not confined to history. In Turku, after the Oriketo incinerator closed in 2014, mixed 
waste was exported abroad before being redirected to the Lounavoima plant, where 
plastics reappear as slag, ash, and emissions (LSJO 2025). On the streets, the cultivated 
smoothness of  urban cleanliness produced through cleaning and collection echoes the 
museum’s curated silences: absences shaped not by disappearance but by displacement. 
Both moments demand attunement to sense what has been removed, rerouted, or left 
unresolved. Attunement, then, is less a matter of  detection than of  staying with opacity. 
It is the practice of  recognising that plastic’s presence-as-absence persists through 
atmospheres, silences, and unfinished futures.

Overall, the vignettes are the embodied practices of  working with plastic’s presence-
as-absence within a Nordic city. They show how ephemerality becomes palpable by 
dwelling with atmospheres, disturbances, and traces that register across sensory 
experience and environmental monitoring (Wylie 2007). In this sense, data are not 
inert facts but lively companions to speculation, folded into embodied encounters 
in Turku (Phillip Vannini 2024). What emerges from resonant practices is an open 
methodological orientation that amplifies plastic’s elusiveness and positions absence, 
opacity, and dispersal as conditions of  fieldwork. In the discussion that follows, I 
return to the broader implications of  this approach: how resonant practices extend 
debates in vibrant methodologies, what they contribute to waste studies and landscape 
geographies, and how they reconfigure fieldwork. Within these implications, I propose 
the microplastic gaze (Aular 2024) as an intuitive outcome of  resonant practices that 
reorients how fieldwork is understood and practiced across these fields of  research.
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Figure 5. Author’s photo, Turku, 2025.

Figure 6. Author’s photo, Turku, 2025.
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Figure 7. Author’s photo, Turku, 2025.
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The microplastic gaze as a field skill

In this final section before the conclusion, I gather the threads of  resonance, absence, 
and fieldwork into the figure of  the microplastic gaze. 3 While resonant practices 
describe the repertoire of  techniques developed in the field, i.e., evocation, bridging, 
situational sympathy, and attunement, the microplastic gaze describes the sensitivity 
these practices cultivate. It is an embodied, multi-sensory attentiveness that registers 
plastic through reverberations that exceed capture. The task is not to restore visibility 
but to let withdrawal guide inquiry. In this sense, the gaze is neither a positivist detection 
regime nor a private phenomenology but a situated resonance that treats data as more-
than-data: encounters and attachments folded into embodied moments in Turku (Phillip 
Vannini 2024; Koro-Ljungberg & MacLure 2013). Of  course, some might object that 
attending to resonance risks sliding into impressionism, amplifying fleeting moods 
without offering grounds for shared inquiry. Others may worry that its dependence on 
bodily sensitivity makes it partial and imbalanced, or that openness to atmosphere can 
overwhelm rather than orient attention. Nonetheless, these are precisely the concerns 
that guided the development of  the heuristics of  the microplastic gaze, which translate 
resonance into a field skill that sustains openness while providing orientation for inquiry.

The microplastic gaze becomes operational through heuristics, understood here as 
guiding orientations that direct attention without prescribing outcomes in advance. (1) 
The evidentiary heuristic answers the charge of  impressionism by treating disturbances, 
such as a tang on the breath, a shift in rhythm, or a tremor in a tarpaulin as signals 
only when they recur, recur across registers (bodily, atmospheric, instrumental), and are 
coupled with infrastructures that stage disappearance (Hetherington 2004; Pyyhtinen & 
Zavos 2025; Larkin 2013; Frantzen & Bjering 2020). (2) The ethical heuristic holds open 
what withdraws, deferring closure until resonances persist beyond a single encounter. 
It keeps accountability tied to the limits and privileges of  a positioned body, where 
knowledge arises from moving through the city with its contingencies of  weather, 
season, and pace (Haraway 1988; Caretta & Riaño 2016; Caretta & Jokinen 2017). (3) 
The scope heuristic addresses the risk of  being overwhelmed by atmosphere by resisting 
comprehensiveness: instead of  attempting to measure everything, it complements 
monitoring by showing how absence organises everyday atmospheres and by indicating 
where targeted measurement might matter (Rantala et al. 2024; Liboiron 2021). 

Together, these heuristics shift absence from a theoretical condition to a field skill. 
They specify how inquiry can proceed without collapsing into subjectivity or demanding 
full capture. To stay with what recedes is to accept that research unfolds through gaps, 
thresholds, and interruptions, and to allow resonance to begin without premature 
closure (Nancy 2007; Massumi 2002; Manning 2013). In Turku, this often meant 
attending less to visible debris than to atmospheres. The synthetic tang that lingered in 
my breath or the vibration of  sheeting pulled by wind became moments where absence 
pressed into perception precisely by withdrawing. Such encounters demonstrate how 
the microplastic gaze provides a situated lens for working with elusive materials. 



Aular:  Walking with plastic waste... — p. 29–52
nordia geographical publications

55:4

47

Conclusion: walking-with what recedes

This article has sought to extend the art of  attentiveness toward what recedes, 
developing methodological sensitivity to plastic’s cultivated absences in Nordic urban 
environments; where much scholarship and monitoring have focused on persistence and 
perceptibility while less attention has been paid to the subtle, everyday disappearances. I 
have argued that the defining feature of  plastic in managed cityscapes like Turku is not 
simply its durability or abundance, but its withdrawal from everyday perception through 
infrastructures of  cleanliness, recycling, and incineration. To engage with this condition 
demands methods attuned to presence-as-absence.

Resonant practices were developed as a methodological response to this need. 
Evocation, bridging, situational sympathy, and attunement provide ways of  dwelling 
with fleeting impressions and atmospheric disturbances without forcing such 
impressions into stable objects. These practices were shown to generate vignettes that 
capture ephemeral encounters and translate them into situated, multimodal forms of  
knowledge. Walking-with plastic anchored the fieldwork, creating conditions where 
atmospheres, infrastructures, and bodily registers could guide inquiry.

From these practices, I introduced the concept of  the microplastic gaze. This gaze 
names the cultivated sensitivity that arises when disturbances such as tang on the breath, 
a tremor in sheeting, or a shimmer on asphalt are treated not as trivial distractions, 
but as signals of  plastic’s absent presence. It is operationalised through heuristics: an 
evidentiary orientation that treats recurrence across registers as signs worth following; 
an ethical orientation that holds absence open and a scope orientation that complements 
monitoring by indicating where measurement matters. In this way, the microplastic 
gaze translates presence-as-absence into a workable field skill without collapsing into a 
mood-driven response or a data-driven reduction.

The methodological contribution is twofold. For waste studies, the article reframes 
absence as evidence, showing how disappearance and displacement can be engaged 
analytically rather than dismissed as a lack. For geographical fieldwork, it shifts the 
notion of  the field from a neutral site of  collection to a milieu of  resonance: unstable, 
affectively charged, and politically structured. This practice is grounded in situated 
knowledges; what is registered depends on the season, the route, and the body, and the 
record makes this dependence explicit.

To walk-with plastic is, therefore, to stay with what recedes. It is to accept that 
research unfolds through gaps, thresholds, and interruptions, and to allow resonance 
to guide inquiry. In doing so, this article contributes to evolving discussions on how 
geographers might work with materials that exceed capture, proposing a method that 
makes the elusive, atmospheric traces of  plastic waste perceptible while keeping such 
inquiries open, accountable, and responsive. Resonant practices are also receptive to 
more specific sensory encounters, where plastic’s withdrawal eventually reverberates 
into perception through sound, touch, and smell; registers that remain sites for further 
inquiry. It is crucial to note that current practices of  care around plastic waste are not 
well attuned to its persistence, suggesting that future research must accept the challenge 
of  rethinking care ethics in light of  both withdrawal and enduring presence. 
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Endnotes

1.	 Kathleen Stewart (2011) develops the notion of  atmospheric attunements as a mode 
of  descriptive practice responsive to emergent affective tonalities. Stewart account 
resonates with Lefebvre’s (2004) Rhythmanalysis, which theorises how bodies align 
with rhythms and resonances. McCormack (2013) extends these threads, treating 
attunement as a way of  inhabiting atmospheres and registering modulations before 
they coalesce into meaning.

2.	 A public webinar with Erica Cirino (Plastic Pollution Coalition), Anne Nicklin 
(Reuse Studio), and Teresa McGrath (Habitable) on Buildings’ Hidden Plastic Problem 
(Habitable 2024).

3.	 The term microplastic gaze was first introduced in my Master’s thesis (Microplastics 
Aesthetics, Lund University 2024), where it described an aesthetic lens for interpreting 
artworks that render microplastics sensible. In this article, the concept is reworked 
as a field skill: an embodied, multi-sensory attentiveness cultivated through resonant 
practices during sensory fieldwork in Turku.
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