
WASTE ART 
ANTH 3321A, CUHK, 2027 - T2 (spring) 

 
Meeting times/place: TBA 
Instructor: Adam Liebman, PhD 
Email: adamliebman@cuhk.edu.hk 
Office Hours: TBA  

 

Photos: 
Top left – “Purification Room” by Chen Zhen 
Top right – “7 Days of Garbage” by Gregg Segal 
Bottom left – “To Get By” by Arman  
Bottom right – untitled by Judith Scott 



Course description: 
 
China doesn’t want imported waste anymore, exposing the sham of recycling. Microplastics are 
in our oceans, food, bodies, air, everywhere. Even outer space is riddled with junk. The ubiquity 
of discarded and excess matter is giving shape to our world more than ever, demanding critical 
attention and action. This course confronts this challenge aesthetically, experientially, and 
conceptually. It does so by (1) engaging with selected key texts from the interdisciplinary field of 
“discard studies,” (2) researching waste related visual works in art history and contemporary art, 
as well as and creative uses of visual form in environmentalism, and (3) manipulating and 
presenting “waste” as art and action. 
 
In this course students will create a series of original works including essays, presentations, and 
waste art. The main course project begins with an “accumulation” activity, through which 
students gather and trade self-selected waste-related materials, and go on to utilize the materials 
for aesthetic purposes. Each student will also research a modern art movement through the lens 
of waste art and present the research to the class. 
 
From these seeds, students will build a final project with both visual and textual elements, 
including a short artist’s statement or activist manifesto combined with visual creations. 
Throughout the process, there will be substantive review and discussion of students’ original 
works from both peers and the instructor. Students will eventually present final projects to the 
class and will have the option to display them publicly through a venue to be announced. Upon 
the completion of the class students will have learned to both think and create in a mode that 
bridges humanistic social sciences and critical humanities disciplines. 
 
**No background in art making or art history is required for this class, only an open mind and 
interest in the topic.** 
 
What is waste art? 
 
“Waste art” can be loosely defined as aesthetic (or anti-aesthetic) visual compositions that 
incorporate rejected, expelled, discarded, or otherwise devalued objects. The term itself appears 
contradictory as “waste” connotes rejection, filth, disorder, and lack of value; while “art” 
connotes beauty, order, cleanliness, and transcendent value. This contradiction can make waste 
art provocative and politically charged.  
 
The historical emergence of using waste materials and found objects in art challenged the 
institutionalized western art world in different ways. First, it had a democratizing effect by 
making the production of art more accessible, since most people can freely access materials that 
have been deemed useless by others. Second, it closely paralleled the growing acceptance of 
conceptual and abstract art into the art world’s gate-keeping institutions. These non-traditional 
forms of composition also democratized art as they required less training, if any. (Anyone can 
assemble waste!) Third, waste art often grapples with time: either the ephemeral nature of 
objects, forms, and life itself; or, the persistence of pollutants that dwarf the timescales of human 
lives. Waste art can thus interrogate or subvert expectations of longevity—the ideal that “real 
art” must be preservable into perpetuity for future generations to enjoy.  



 
As students plan and execute waste art projects, inspiration will be drawn from many examples, 
such as works included in the The Art of Assemblage (1961) MoMA show, works shown in the 
film The Gleaners and I (2000), photographer Gregg Segal’s “Seven Days of Garbage” (2014) 
series, and the “plastic monsters” (2019) made by campaigners against single-use plastics. 
 

Assignments and grading scheme: 
 

- What is waste photo series: 5% 
- Junk accumulation art project and essay: 15% 
- Reading response activities: 15% 
- Art history research and presentation: 15% 
- Final project: 40% 

o Final project (including title/description): 25% 
o Final project presentation: 5% 
o Artist statement / activist manifesto: 10% 

- Attendance & participation: 10% 
 
Readings, films, videos, artworks (exact schedule TBA): 
 
Short articles 
- Adam Liebman: Waste politics in Asia and global repercussions (2021) Education about Asia 
- Gabrielle Hecht: Human Crap (2020) Aeon 
- Joshua Reno: The Life and Times of Landfills (2016), Journal of Ecological Anthropology 
 
Novel 
- Sok-yong Hwang: Familiar Things (2017 [2011]) 
(a magical-realist historical novel on trash picking life at a Seoul landfill) 
  
Books (we will only read short selections) 
- Nicholas Kawa: After the Flush: Rethinking the Future of Human Waste (2026) 
- Susan Strasser: The stewardship of objects (1999), from Waste and Want 
- Jillian Whiteley: Junk: Art and the Politics of Trash (2010) 
 
Report 
Hidden Hazards: The Chemical Footprint of a Plastic Bottle (2023) 
 
Films 
- The Gleaners and I (2000) 1 hr 22 min 
- Wenchuan Rebar 汶川钢筋 (2008-2012) 18 min 
- Plastic China (2016) 1 hr 26 min 
- The Waste Commons (2025) 1 hr 
 
Videos 
- John Oliver: Plastics (22 min) 

https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/1880
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/1880
http://www.onthecommons.org/%E2%80%9C-gleaners-and-i%E2%80%9D#sthash.6TdR75Hw.dpbs
http://www.onthecommons.org/%E2%80%9C-gleaners-and-i%E2%80%9D#sthash.6TdR75Hw.dpbs
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/gallery/2014/jul/16/seven-days-of-garbage-in-pictures
https://www.greenpeace.org/usa/best-plastic-monsters-from-around-the-world/
https://www.educationaboutasia.org/article/id/1693/
https://aeon.co/essays/the-idea-of-disposability-is-a-new-and-noxious-fiction?fbclid=IwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTEAAR0aF8y4wcHck5lIVynhcuaNVhk2Y1FP2EMrAET2FhY_5jp8QlVrMBoZGo8_aem_ZmFrZWR1bW15MTZieXRlcw
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/jea/vol18/iss1/5/
https://scribepublications.com/books/familiar-things
https://www.ucpress.edu/books/after-the-flush/hardcover
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/first/s/strasser-waste.html?_r=3&oref=login&oref=slogin&oref=slogin
https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/junk-9780857731401/
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/resource-library/hidden-hazards-report
https://depauw.kanopy.com/video/gleaners-and-i-0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-2_t8VeJBE0
https://www.cnex.tw/plasticchina
https://www.thewastecommons.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fiu9GSOmt8E


- The Story of Stuff Project: Exposed: How Coke Killed the Refillable Bottle (13 min) 
- The Story of Stuff Project: How McDonald’s Built a Disposable Society (13 min) 
 
Additional waste art examples (a non-exhaustive list) 
- Trash People HA Schult (1996 – 2025)  
- New Mountain and Water Yao Lu (2006 - 2008) 
- The Bureau of Suspended Objects Jenny O-Dell (2015) 
- Polluted Water Popsicles Hung I-chen, Gou Yi-hui and Cheng Yu-ti (2017) 
- The Plastic Bag Store (2020) 

https://www.storyofstuff.org/movies/exposed-how-coke-killed-the-refillable-bottle/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SPAA8m1zdfc
https://www.haschult.de/action/trashpeople
https://prix.pictet.com/cycles/earth/yao-lu
https://www.jennyodell.com/bso.html
https://www.boredpanda.com/polluted-water-popsicles-taiwan/?fbclid=IwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTEAAR0N2PrrPyW-Bb40TtuO7kLvgRChzBV49QCmVN2FbqktrQirw9Qftzth08k_aem_ZmFrZWR1bW15MTZieXRlcw
https://www.theplasticbagstore.com/

