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technical expertise, while artists and 
activists drew on their methods for 
inspiring social engagement with issues 
often seeming too massive or too spe-
cialized to be imagined by non-specialist 
yet concerned citizens of the planet.

Lately, few areas or populations in the 
world remain untouched by some form 
of water crisis—flooding, drought, 
infrastructural insufficiency, geographic 
or political instability, et cetera. Yet these 
crises at local levels do not always of 
themselves readily appear in a frame of 
correspondence with global, general-
ized problems affecting water resources 
today. How to connect the local and 
global, then, became a problem both 
scientists and artists could share, as such 
questions lie at the heart of the arts and 
sciences equally. 

These collaborative projects consistently 
challenge traditional academic knowl-
edge production by blurring disciplinary 
habits of verification, citation, persua-
sion, authority, and expertise. Art, 

The Project 

In 2010, the UN passed resolution 64/292 
proclaiming “the human right to water 
and sanitation.” Yet at the time of this 
resolution, nearly 884 million people 
lacked access to safe drinking water, 2.6 
billion people remained in need of basic 
sanitation infrastructure, and sanitation-
related diseases were claiming the lives 
of 1.5 million children every year (United 
Nations 2010).

Last year an interdisciplinary project 
called Art, Science, and the Thirsty World 
commenced in the hopes of bringing not 
just the facts but also the scope of this 
water scarcity crisis to the attention of 
the widest possible audience. Summon-
ing an international network of artists, 
scientists, resource policy specialists, 
and activists, the mission of the project 
was to develop innovative and funda-
mentally transdisciplinary discussions 
about water scarcity in order to develop 
new traction on the problem. Pooling 
resources was both the object and the 
method: scientists and policy analysts 
contributed rigorous fieldwork and 
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Science, and the Thirsty World seeks to 
foster solidarity and awareness amid 
crisis: not through the apocalypticism of 
a litany of further crises, rather, through 
that which, across these myriad crises, 
exists in common. Even as it imperils us, 
the problem of water scarcity per force 
connects us all to seek solutions, to learn 
from the past, to develop a comparative 
approach that is neighborly rather than 
hostile. 

The first public phase of this project con-
vened an international summit at the Ox-
ford Research Centre in the Humanities 
in June 2014. A second phase took place 
later that year at Cornell University with 
a conference where our experiments 
in critical, cross-disciplinary practice 
were presented. The most recent phase 
has taken place this summer, as our 
project was featured in a video installa-
tion accompanying the Venice Biennale 
through an initiative publicizing water 
issues (Venice Exposition 2015). 

My own project with Oxford biodiversity 
scientist Jessica Thorn focused on del-
eterious effects of first world economies 
alongside decentralized systems-degra-
dation found elsewhere in the world, an 
interplay marked by grassroots attempts 
to adapt to climatic change. Our collabo-
ration approaches the problem of water 
scarcity with respect to agricultural ven-
tures: from the very small to the gigantic. 
My contribution as a poet to this project 
has been to creatively resituate the Aral 
Sea’s disappearance in Central Asia in 
comparison to the American “dust bowl” 
of the 1930s. Thorn narrates challenges 
faced by smallholder farmers in margin-
alized communities in the agricultural 
belts of Nepal and Ghana, and our proj-
ect includes documentary “found” poetry 
from Thorn’s fieldwork.  What follows is 
a brief account of the facts of Aral Sea 
disaster, the subject of a short collec-
tion of poems meditating on unforeseen 
dimensions of water’s future ages.

The Disappearance of the Aral Sea

Have you ever hoped to “sail the seven 
seas”? Not too long ago, the Aral Sea 
would have been on your list. As the 
world’s fourth largest inland body of 
water, it is bordered by Kazakhstan in the 
North and Uzbekistan in the south. The 
Aral Sea is the product of two separate 
rivers, the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya, 
named the Oxus as the Jaxartes in 
antiquity. From the lofty heights of the 
Tien Shan and Pamir mountains, these 
ancient rivers have wound their way for 
centuries across a shifting network of 
national borders—Afghanistan, Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikstan, Turkmenistan, 
and Uzbekistan. Before reaching their 
terminus in the Aral Sea, these rivers 
have served to irrigate numerous civiliza-
tions, past and present, in the heartland 
of the Central Asian plateau.

In recent decades, however, the Aral Sea 
has gained a new, international noto-
riety: not for its size, but for its sudden 

disappearance. Having become what 
geographers and scientists consider 
among the worst and certainly the most 
conspicuous of ecological disasters in 
our time, the Aral Sea now stands at a 
mere 10% of mid-century levels. This 
devastation would be equivalent to Lake 
Michigan suddenly shrinking down into 
two separate lakes each the size of East 
Texas’s Sam Rayburn Reservoir. What 
caused this sudden and seemingly irre-
versible disruption to earth’s geography?

We might assume the Aral’s vanishing 
is a testament to the ravages of climate 
change. In fact, this desertification is 
the direct result of rapid—and unsus-
tainable—technological “advances” in 
industrial agriculture in the region. In 
the Soviet era, massive canals were dug 
through the desert surrounding the Aral 
Sea, canals designed to divert the Amu 
and Syr rivers so as to irrigate fields in 
the desert. Most of the canals, such as 
the major Karakum Desert canal, were 
dug in haste and left completely unlined. 
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As much as 60% of the diverted water 
simply disappears into the sand. What 
water does manage to arrive at its agri-
cultural destination is employed in the ir-
rigation of cotton, a water intensive crop 
that requires furrows of standing water. 
The region currently receives about 
250mm rainfall a year, yet standing water 
irrigation for cotton requires 13,000 
cubic meters of water per hectare. Thus, 
the Amu and Syr Darya began to lose 
their way into the sands of the desert, 
with less and less of the ancient rivers 
reaching to the sea each year.

The slow but irretrievable desiccation of 
the Aral Sea began with Soviet plans for 
monoculture on a gigantic scale. Uzbeki-
stani exports of cotton skyrocketed in 
the postwar period, especially after the 
introduction of DDT: harvesting cotton 
requires the use of herbicide to defoliate 
the plants before reaping with machines. 
In a comparison to the region’s level of 
natural rainfall (250mm/year), an equiva-
lent 250 mL of DDT are required, by this 
industrial method, to grow enough cot-
ton to manufacture one t-shirt. 

The region quickly became one of the 
largest producers of cotton in the world, 
second only to the United States. Uzbeki-
stan retains this rank to this day, despite 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union. 
This post-Soviet country, dependent 

on industrial monoculture, continues 
to import most of its food staples from 
abroad. Haunted by the technologi-
cal decisions of a now defunct political 
regime, Uzbekistan has been rendered 
economically unable to transition into 
more diversified, sustainable forms of 
agriculture that had been present in 
the region since antiquity but that were 
demolished by the Soviets. Decades of 
leaching from unlined canals, infiltrat-
ing and combining with the region’s salt 
bedrock formations, resulted in 90% of 
the soil becoming salinized, unfit for 
cultivation. 

Ecologies of nature and culture tightly 
overlap in this arid region, and the sea’s 
desiccation has meant that the once 
thriving fishing industries traditional to 
the Aral’s region have disappeared. In 
old Turkic, the word “Aral” means “island” 
(Uz. “orol”). Today, these many islands 
for which the Aral Sea was named stand 
marooned amid a dry seabed, hills amid 
a windswept desert plain. Fishing vil-
lages now stand stranded one hundred 
kilometers away from any shore. A fur-
ther dimension of this ecological disaster 
lies in the loss of the sea’s own role as a 
climatological feedback mechanism. At 
its original levels, the Aral Sea’s water 
mirror absorbed the sun’s energy at a 
rate equaling 7 billion tons of conven-
tional fuel. Not only cooling the region in 

the summer, this preserved heat would 
be slowly released in the winter, stabiliz-
ing temperatures overall. With the sea 
all but vanished, climate extremes and 
intensifying weather patterns are now 
the norm. 

This region has always been prone to 
windstorms; in the high era of Soviet 
cotton, between 1966 and 1978, roughly 
7 million tons of dust would be airborne 
every year. Dust storms now rage in this 
region 80 to 90 days annually. Because 
the sea’s desiccation laid thousands of 
acres of silted seabed open to the winds, 
some 75 million tons of dust are now be-
ing blown away each year, ten times the 
previous amount. There are an estimated 
200,000 tons of Aral dust airborne at 
any given moment. The fine grain of this 
seabed dust allows it to reach as high as 
the troposphere: white clouds that can 
be seen from space. These dust clouds 
only settle after thousands of kilometers, 
reaching even to the polar ice caps. At 
present, the Aral region has a dust out-
put nearly equaling the Sahara’s.

But this is not only a story of dust, it’s 
a story of toxic dissemination. Count-
less tons of pesticides and dangerous 
fertilizers were dumped on the region in 
the Soviet years. By the mid-1980s, after 
decades of chloro-organic and phospho-
rus-organic chemicals seeping into the 
soil, or flowing on and settling into the 
salts of the dwindling seabed, 75% of the 
region’s water supply has been and still 
remains contaminated. Salt in ground-
water and soil cause widespread heart 
problems in the region’s inhabitants, and 
children from the area test alarmingly 
high for heavy metals. Recent studies 
document tragic effects of ambient pes-
ticides in the serum of pregnant women, 
as a staggering 40% of infants are being 
born with birth defects. 
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Conclusions

In the process of creating this project, 
we have found that, indeed, drawing on 
local knowledge—historical or contem-
porary—to create comparative frames 
for distant disasters can be enormously 
effective in fostering a spirit of solidarity 
and engagement for the future. Many 
people in Europe and America have nev-
er heard of the Aral Sea. Yet, I found that 
whenever I spoke with people about un-
canny similarities between the Aral Sea 
disaster and the American Dust Bowl, 
people who had never lived through this 
American ecological disaster themselves 
suddenly registered the Aral Sea as an 
important crisis. 

My sense is that the imagination will 
play a much greater role in solving the 
myriad ecological problems facing the 
planet than we yet have accounted for. 
The power of the imagination will not 
only be to invent “solutions.” Perhaps the 
imagination’s greatest power will lie in 
its ability to connect vision to sympathy, 
and sympathy to urgency.
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