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Split Submersives: the so-called ‘good drones’ of the Southern Ocean 
Charity Edwards (Monash University, University of Melbourne) 
 
Abstract  
Rosi Braidotti argues for the posthumanities as a supra-disciplinary field defined simultaneously by 

interconnectedness and internally fractured relations. In doing so, she suggests ‘opening out’ to post-

anthropocentric enquiry: that is, new social and cultural movements, post-capitalist economics, trans-species 

assemblages, and nomadic knowledge practices to navigate the split present condition of “both what we are 

ceasing to be and what we are in the process of becoming”1. As I interrogate the site of my own research via 

 
1 Rosi Braidotti, “A Theoretical Framework for the Critical Posthumanities,” Theory, Culture & Society, 36, no. 6 (2019): 52. 
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this framework, I encounter the Southern Ocean categorised through techno-utopian myths that do little to 

share the diverse ecologies, industrial histories, and imaginaries within2. Such representations avoid the long 

history of extractive processes here, and the ocean is made to seem redundant in the co-constitution of 

human and nonhuman relationships across a rapidly urbanising planet. Countering this are new technologies 

expanding into remote spaces, like autonomous underwater vehicles and floating drone swarms. While 

robotics are often tied to institutions intent on maintaining power via surveillance technologies, “rebranded 

‘good drones’”3 — including submersible robots used in oceanographic research — are positioned as 

instruments of safety and responsibility, operating in wild spaces outside of everyday life. However, sensor-

based Earth monitoring fundamentally represent new ‘technogeographies’ that entangle computational 

machines, humans, and nonhumans, rather than operating for humans alone4.  

Extreme distance typically renders the Southern Ocean opaque but emerging technologies connect with 

urban and industrial processes at the scale of the planet, intensify, and jump scales5. Indeed, underwater 

technologies allow for a permanent sub-surface expansion of observation, extraction, and accumulation; and 

are often paired with animal-borne sensors and remote bio-logging with an eye towards commercial 

application. This so-called ‘smart ocean’ generates complex legal, ecological, moral, and spatial questions; 

and signals the escalation of destructive processes within environments that sustain populations back on dry 

land. Making use of Braidotti’s framework, I seek to examine this “disarticulated sensing apparatus”6 and ask 

what contribution can be made to understanding a post-anthropocentric present by extending my own spatial 

enquiry into an ocean world inhabited by nonhuman and (increasingly enlivened) drone bodies?  

 

 

 

 
2 Aant Elzinga, “Through the lens of the polar years: Changing characteristics of polar research in historical perspective,” Polar Record, 
45 (2009): 313-36. 
3 Anna Jackman, “Rhetorics of possibility and inevitability in commercial drone tradescapes,” Geographica Helvetica, 71 (2016): 3. 
4 Jennifer Gabrys, Program Earth: Environmental Sensing Technology and the Making of a Computational Planet, (Minnesota: 
University of Minneapolis Press, 2016). 
5 Martin Arboleda, “In the Nature of the Non-City: Expanded Infrastructural Networks and the Political Ecology of Planetary 
Urbanisation,” Antipode, 48, no. 2 (2016): 233-251. 
6 Mark Andrejevic and Mark Burdon, “Defining the Sensor Society,” Television & New Media, 16, no. 1 (2015): 25. 


