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What are microplastics? 

Step on the earth, dip a toe in the river, and take a breath. Land, water, and air have all 

been touched by microplastics, the most ubiquitous form of pollution1 which has been found near 

the summit of Mt Everest2 and the Mariana Trench3. The term “microplastics” was coined in 

2004 by marine ecologist Richard Thompson at the University of Plymouth to describe plastic 

particles smaller than 5 millimetres across4. Microplastics come from larger plastic pieces that 

disintegrated, resin pellets in plastic manufacturing, or microbeads from health and beauty 

products5. They may be so small we cannot see these polymers, though we touch and even inhale 

them. 
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Microplastics as companions 

The ubiquity of microplastics makes them our involuntary companions, similar to Donna 

Haraway’s concept of companionship where she proposed that human and canine beings are 

entangled in a web of relationships that blurs the boundaries between species6. In my PhD 

research, I expand on Haraway’s “companion species” by using the term “companion molecules” 

to recognize the agency of the molecular7. In this exhibition, we are companions with the 

polymers of microplastics, where we have a reciprocal transformative relationship with them 

where each produces the other. In other words, we produce microplastics, while microplastics 

shape us. Microplastics share the anonymity of Mr. Anading’s portrait photographs and also Dr. 

Manomaivibool’s research—we do not know to whom the pieces of artificial turf, coated 

fertiliser, styrofoam, tarpaulin, and rope belong to, but we might imagine what activities these 

were related to—perhaps packaging, fishing, agriculture, and so on.  

Microplastics and petroleum 

Our deep relationship with microplastics gives us an orientation with what Cara Daggett 

calls “petro-masculinity”, a fossil fuel-powered concept of identity8, as microplastics are 

petroleum-derived. The majority of plastic, whose molecular building blocks are ethylene and 
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propylene, are derived from the further transformation of petroleum by-products9. Like 

petroleum, we use plastic in most aspects of our lives, which Susan Freinkel narrates in Plastic: 

A Toxic Love Story using common objects, such as the comb, the chair, the Frisbee, the IV bag, 

the disposable lighter, the grocery bag, the soda bottle, and the credit card to illustrate plastic’s 

ubiquity10. As only 9% of plastic is recycled11, we can surmise that these plastic polymers 

eventually break down into microplastic pollution. Recognizing that we orient ourselves 

repeatedly with microplastics—that these polymers become our companions from the medical 

equipment used to help our mothers deliver us to our daily activities and up to our deaths—may 

awaken us to our shared responsibility to caring for the environment, which is equal to caring for 

our own health. 

 

Harms of plastic 

In 2022, microplastics were found in human blood for the first time12, connecting the 

planetary Earth body with the human body. While there is no definitive evidence of what 

happens to the human body when exposed to plastic13, it has been found that microplastics can 
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damage cells14. Ingesting microplastics could further expose us to chemicals found in some 

plastics that are known to be harmful to the endocrine system and the hormones that regulate 

human growth and development15. We have seen images and videos of animals, especially 

marine life, catching themselves in plastic nets or mistaking plastic for food, underscoring the 

harms of single-use plastic on other living beings. The accumulation of plastics of all sizes also 

chokes up the waterways in Anading’s every water is an island. In these videos, the smaller 

plastic particles may also filmed without the artist seeing them from his vantage point. In the 

future, one might imagine that instead of sunlight hitting the water, the rays might hit moving 

patches of plastic waste, the invisible particles coalescing into visible islands. 

 

Microplastics in the body 

The production of microplastics is human-made and is situated in the Anthropocene, a 

term coined by Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer to describe the most recent period in Earth’s 

history when human activity started to have a significant impact on the planet’s climate and 

ecosystems16. In 2021, the petrochemical industry generated 139 million metric tons of single-

use plastic waste—6 million metric tons more than in 2019 as reported by the Plastic Waste 

Makers Index by the Minderoo Foundation17. These large plastic objects will be broken down 
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into smaller pieces through time, and eventually, microplastic particles that submerge, float, 

transfer, embed, and fuse into ecosystems and bodies. In Mr. Anading’s photograph, Broken SD 

Card, the accidental breakage results in the loss of the memories the card contains and also 

catalyzes the further decomposition of the object into smaller and smaller pieces, eventually 

shaved into the microplastic accumulation of the planet. One day, one of us might inhale the 

anonymous particles of this SD card.  Eventually, we may find ourselves accumulating 

dangerous levels of microplastics, whose full agency in terms of acting on our health we are yet 

to discover. How much microplastic are you? 

 

 
 


