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ABSTRACT

Ruin Ecology provides a theoretical investigation into the cultural, ecological and political significance
of ruins in the Anthropocene. Malvestio conceptualises ruins as processual formations originating from
the interaction of human and non-human agencies, rather than static remnants of past civilisations.
Tracing a genealogy from Romantic Ruinenlust and coeval theories of the sublime to contemporary
representations of decay, abandonment, and environmental slow violence, the author identifies a
decisive shift in affective orientation: from distanced aesthetic contemplation to intimate confrontation
with ecological instability. Drawing on material ecocriticism, posthumanist theory and ecogothic studies,
ruination is framed as a redistribution of agency across biological, geological, chemical and atmospheric
forces, while simultaneously emphasising historically situated human responsibility. Ruins emerge as
diagnostic sites of ecological precarity, environmental injustice and temporal dislocation through which
contemporary culture simultaneously mourns and imagines futures shaped by climate change and
uneven exposure to environmental harm.
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“I'll be back in Detroit and all the fun’s over. Big chimneys, black smoke, hammering, noise and work
and more work.” — (Borzage 1936, 1:05:41)

From the actual abandoned factories of Detroit and the very real dead malls of late capitalism
to the radioactive deserts of contemporary science fiction, ruins have increasingly become a
ubiquitous feature of the cultural landscape of the Anthropocene. Whilst their centrality to
contemporary environmental imagination is now unmistakable, the modes of temporality, affect
and political thought that they enable are still far less clear.

Ruin Ecology is Malvestio’s attempt to address these uncharted territories by mapping
the “semantic instability” of ruins from Romantic Ruinenlust to present-day portrayals of decay,

abandonment and environmental violence. Within this framework, ruins are conceptualised as
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intrinsically processual sites in which human and non-human agencies intersect and collide in
a constant unravelling of the dominant narratives surrounding futurity and ecological control.

In the first chapter, a genealogy of contemporary Ruinenlust is traced in close relation
with Romantic theories of the sublime; simultaneously, however, Malvestio highlights the
decisive shift in affective orientation that has occurred diachronically. If Romantic ruins
provided a sanitised, safely distant encounter with decay which ultimately reaffirmed human
spectatorship and superiority, contemporary ruins are far more intimate in the implied threat
they bear. The erosion of ordinary spaces that are recognisably ‘ours,” such as homes, malls,
factories and cities, plays a pivotal role in the undermining of the comforting distance that once
informed ruin aesthetics and “the poetics of ruins” (Dillon 2011, 22).

In a time of growing awareness of climate instability, ruin imagery no longer engenders
mere contemplative melancholy thanks to its ‘otherness’, but urgently challenges viewers to
come to terms with the concrete destruction of the world around us. Modern-day ruins are
uncanny in their ordinariness; their affective charge does not quite derive from a kind of
nostalgic contemplation experienced at a safe chrono-geographical distance. Instead, it is
partially borne out of the inescapable confrontation with ecological instability and human-made
catastrophe, coupled with the ultimate insufficiency of human mastery over nature’s non-
human agency.

Drawing on material ecocriticism and posthumanism, Malvestio frames ruins as sites
where agency is redistributed across human and non-human actors. In ruined spaces, non-
human agencies like plants, fungi, animals, minerals, chemicals and atmospheric forces
become newly visible as the disruptors of those anthropocentric hierarchies which regularly
betray the generative dynamism of matter itself. It is important to note, however, that Malvestio
does seek to decentre the human without erasing human responsibility entirely. The author
does not portray ruins as neutral outcomes of “nature reclaiming culture,” but as the results of
historically specific human actions whose consequences vastly exceed both human intentions
and temporal horizons.

Throughout the second chapter, the analysis of ruins and their cultural import is
deepened by foregrounding the notions of temporality and scales. Specifically, the author
argues that, in works such as Alan Weisman’s The World Without Us and the television series
The Last of Us, contemporary ruins act as speculative devices depicting a world beyond
humanity. The anxiety of “reverse colonization” is arguably both palpable and pervasive in
these narratives of futures to come, with “what has been represented as the ‘civilized’ world”
being “colonized by ‘primitive forces™ in a terrifying role reversal where “the exploiter becomes
exploited [...] and sees its own imperial practices mirrored back in monstrous forms” (Arata
1990, 623). Human chronologies are deeply unsettled as a result, with the persistence of
infrastructures long after their social functions have vanished further shattering any human

delusion of ontological centrality.
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Crucial to Ruin Ecology in this regard is the discussion of Detroit as a paradigmatic case
study in post-industrial ruination, with its abandoned ruins being shown to operate within a
distinctly ecogothic register in films such as Only Lovers Left Alive (2013), It Follows (2014),
Don’t Breathe (2016) and Barbarian (2022). Derelict houses and neighbourhoods of the Motor
City become sites of spectral menace; the contemporary Gothic no longer resides in medieval
castles but in ordinary, quintessentially American spaces. The relocation of Gothic affect from
the distant past to the contemporary present reinforces Malvestio’s central argument that the
Anthropocene is Gothic in structure itself, particularly in the breakdown of boundaries between
nature and culture, which results in non-human agencies uncannily overpowering and
subjugating human vulnerability.

Environmental justice stands at the forefront of this discourse, as ruination is not at all
distributed evenly; rather, it maps onto existing racial and socioeconomic inequalities.
Ecological harm intersects with histories of segregation, deindustrialisation, infrastructural
neglect, and, conversely, gentrification (Semi 2015, 52), drawing a clear distinction between
those who ‘can’ abandon ruined landscapes and those who are forced to remain (Zukin 1991,
106). The choice to situate Detroit both within its cultural representation and its material
conditions is therefore profoundly political in its dual endeavour to avoid purely aesthetic
readings of ruins and to instead encourage their framing as substantial symptoms of systemic
injustice resulting in uneven exposure and vulnerability.

The third chapter then goes on to further explore the Gothic framework by focusing on
the notion of “ecophobia,” intended as the deep-seated, antagonistic human fear of non-human
agency and of frustrated control. Additionally, given that ruination is not a static end-state but
an ongoing tug-of-war between the constant human labour that is required to maintain human
infrastructures and entropy, Malvestio infers that only human exceptionalism could lead us to
believe that ruination is anything but the ‘default’ condition of human artefacts in a world
saturated with non-human agencies.

Indeed, if the Gothic is generally understood as “the return of the removed and the
repressed [...] from public life and from the space of the speakable” and as “a negative
aesthetic” defining itself “in opposition to the rationality of the Enlightenment” (Malvestio 2025,
36), ruins are then intrinsically Gothic by both definitions: as eloquent present reminders of an
undead past and as uncanny chimeras of non-human agencies superimposed on human-
made anatomies. Hence, the reflection on ruins simultaneously requires a “negative ecology”
and an anti-anthropocentric “ecology of negativity,” with the former indicating the kind of
“ecological thought that values the discarded and the marginal, the uncanny and the spectral,
the disturbing and the terrifying” (Malvestio 2025, 63), and the latter representing a functional
resemantisation of “things that hold a negative value in our system of thought” (Malvestio 2025,
36). Within this framework, ecophobia is embodied by ruins insofar as they stage the apparent

triumph of “nature” over “spirit,” all the while betraying the fundamental inadequacy of such a
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stark binary. Malvestio contends that ruined environments are defined by entanglements of
both cultural and natural agencies; this allows him to challenge simplistic narratives of rewilding
and ecological redemption that treat ruins as sites of potentially harmonious coexistence once
humans retreat, rather than ambiguous spaces where new forms of life proliferate amidst
persistent toxicity and generalised decay.

In the fourth chapter, the author turns to expand upon the political and temporal
ambivalence of ruins, which may admittedly function as symbols of openness and ecological
possibility, but also anchor reactionary nostalgia for a pre-modern idealised world if employed
in nationalist or populist discourse. Much like contemporary culture and its obsession with
nostalgia-inducing remakes, our notion of ruins, too, hinges upon Derrida’s concept of
hauntology, due to their inherent capability to address past, present and future alike. Where
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century ruins staged destruction as a terrible spectacle that could
be observed from afar, contemporary ruin imagery dwells on the decay of intimate, inhabited
spaces, particularly in urbex photography, in disaster reportage and in so-called “dark tourism.”
This shift mirrors the condition of ecological precarity, in which environmental crisis is no longer
an abstract future threat but an inescapable lived reality. Thus, ruins morph into affective
conduits for eco-anxiety, staging the collapse of familiar worlds rather than of distant
civilisations.

Retail ruins, specifically, become the semiotic ghosts populating our cultural and material
landscapes, opening and foreclosing environmental futures, and materialising desolate
futurescapes before our eyes. These non-spaces of circulation and consumption acquire
historical depth through ruination, all the while becoming haunted by the unkept promises of
futures of economic prosperity and progress that never came to be. As previously suggested,
Detroit’s ruins are not mere relics of an ancient past; in full post-industrial Gothic fashion, they
are the tangible manifestations of a future that failed to materialise in the present, instead.

Overall, Ruin Ecology proves highly effective in diagnosing the affective and
representational power of ruins, yet remains ultimately ambivalent about their political efficacy.
Ruins unsettle anthropocentrism and expose ecological precarity, but whether (and, if so, how)
such unsettling translates into collective action or alternative modes of engaging with and
inhabiting the planet remains mostly unclear. Ruin Ecology reads as a clever thought
experiment in environmental imagination, mobilising ruins as a cultural lens to provide a
nuanced account of how the ongoing ecological crisis is being imagined, narrated and ‘felt’ in
the present. While Malvestio does not set out to offer solutions or consolatory remarks, he
does refine the questions we are called to ask ourselves about coexistence, responsibility and
the “possible worlds” that remain imaginable amid the debris of modernity. Like the ruins it
studies, Ruin Ecology assembles fragments shored against a collapsing world, encouraging

readers to dwell at the threshold between fear and understanding, as well as loss and
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possibility. A negative ecology, after all, is not supposed to promise us environmental harmony

reminiscent of Arcadia; it simply demands attention be given to what is breaking.
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