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*  Introduc tion *

Intimations of
the Planetary

For my part, these troubles move me neither to laughter nor again to tears, but rather 
to philosophizing, and to closer observation of human nature. For I do not think it right 
to laugh at nature, and far less to grieve over it, reflecting that men, like all else, are only 
a part of nature, and that I do not know how each part of nature harmonises with the 
whole, and how it coheres with other parts.

Baruch Spinoza to Henry Oldenburg (1675)1

If Hegel—a self-declared admirer of Spinoza—were alive to plumb the 
depths of our sense of the present, he would notice something imper-
ceptibly but inexorably seeping into the everyday historical conscious-
ness of those who consume their daily diet of news: an awareness of 
the planet and of its geobiological history. This is not happening every-
where at the same pace, for the global world remains undeniably un-
even. The current pandemic, the rise of authoritarian, racist, and xeno-
phobic regimes across the globe, and discussions of renewable energy, 
fossil fuel, climate change, extreme weather events, water shortage, loss 
of biodiversity, the Anthropocene, and so on, all signal to us, however 
vaguely, that something is amiss with our planet and that this may have 
to do with human actions. Geological events and events constituting the 
history of life until now have been the preserve of experts and special-
ists. But now the planet, however dimly sensed, is emerging as a mat-
ter of broad and deep human concern alongside our more familiar ap-
prehensions about capitalism, injustice, and inequality. The COVID-19 
pandemic is the most recent and tragic illustration of how the expand-
ing and accelerating processes of globalization can trigger changes in 
the much longer-term history of life on the planet.2 This book is about 
this emergent object-category of human concern, the planet, and how 
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2 	I  n t r od  u c t i o n

it affects our familiar stories of globalization. This conceptual shift has 
happened in my lifetime, and I hope I will be forgiven if I begin with a 
few autobiographical remarks.

Coming of age in the inegalitarian, turbulent, and left-leaning city of 
Calcutta in the 1960s, I grew up—like many other Indians of my gen-
eration—to value and desire an egalitarian and just social order. The 
enthusiasms of my adolescence later found an academic expression in 
my early work on labor history and in my association with the Indian 
Subaltern Studies project, which aimed to acknowledge the agency of 
socially subordinate people in the making of their own histories. Our 
thoughts were also profoundly influenced by the global rise of post-
colonial, gender, cultural, minority, Indigenous, and other studies that 
the Australian academic Kenneth Ruthven gathered in the early 1990s 
under the rubric of “the new humanities.”3

Caught up in the profound historical changes that the swirling cur-
rents of globalization had brought into the ordinary lives of middle-
class Indians like me, I was at this time working as a historian and so-
cial theorist at the University of Melbourne. Even after my move to 
the University of Chicago in 1995, I remained preoccupied with ques-
tions that marked popular struggles in my youth, questions of rights, 
of modernity and freedom, and of a transition to a world more ratio-
nal and democratic than the ones I had known. My book Provincializing 
Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (2000) was a product 
of these years in which I attempted, through a postcolonial frame, to 
develop means for understanding what anticolonial and modernizing 
elites in the formerly colonized countries did and could do, working 
sometimes at the limits of the imperial European intellectual legacies 
they inevitably inherited. This was what I could bring to the discussion 
of the story of the globe that European empires, anticolonial moderniz-
ers, and global capital had fashioned together, a theme that dominated 
history and other interpretive disciplines in the final decades of the last 
century and into this one.4

Something happened in the early part of this century that forced a 
shift in my own perspective. In 2003 a devastating bushfire in the Aus-
tralian Capital Territory took some human lives as well as the lives of 
many nonhuman beings, gutted hundreds of houses, and destroyed all 
forests and parks that surround the famous “bush capital” of the coun-
try, Canberra. These were places I had grown to love while pursuing my 
doctoral studies there. The sense of bereavement occasioned by these 
tragic losses made me curious about the history of these particular fires 
and soon, as I read up on their causes, brought the news of anthropo-
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genic climate change into the humanocentric thought world I used to 
inhabit. Scientists claimed that humans, in their billions and through 
their technology, had become a geophysical force capable of changing, 
with fearsome consequences, the climate system of the planet as a whole. 
I also learned of the burgeoning scientific literature on the Anthropo-
cene hypothesis—the proposition that human impact on the planet was 
such as to require a change in the geological chronology of earth history 
to recognize that the planet had crossed the thresholds of the Holocene 
epoch (ca. 11,700 years old) and had entered an epoch deserving of a 
new name, the Anthropocene.5

The figure of the human had doubled, in effect, over the course 
of my lifetime. There was (and still is) the human of humanist histo-
ries—the human capable of struggling for equality and fairness among 
other humans while caring for the environment and certain forms of 
nonhuman life. And then there was this other human, the human as 
a geological agent, whose history could not be recounted from within 
purely humanocentric views (as most narratives of capitalism and glob-
alization are). The use of the word agency in the expression “geologi-
cal agency” was very different from the concept of “agency” that my 
historian-heroes of the 1960s—E. P. Thompson, for instance, or our 
teacher Ranajit Guha—had authored and celebrated. This agency was 
not autonomous and conscious, as it was in Thompson’s or Guha’s social 
histories, but that of an impersonal and unconscious geophysical force, 
the consequence of collective human activity.

The idea of anthropogenic and planetary climate change does not 
face much academic challenge these days, but the idea of the Anthropo-
cene has been much debated by both scientists and humanist scholars.6 
The debate has also made the term into a popular and—as usually hap-
pens with such debates—a polysemic category in the humanities today. 
Yet whether or not geologists agree to formalize the label “Anthropo-
cene” one day, the data amassed and analyzed over the last several years 
by the Working Group on the Anthropocene set up by the International 
Commission of Stratigraphy in London makes one thing clear: ours is 
not just a global age; we live on the cusp of the global and what may be 
called “the planetary.”7 In thinking of the last few centuries of human 
pasts and of human futures yet to come we need to orient ourselves 
to both what we have come to call the globe and to a new historical-
philosophical entity called the planet. The latter is not the same as the 
globe, or the earth, or the world, the categories we have used so far to 
organize modern history. The intensification of capitalist globalization 
and the consequent crises of global warming, along with all the debates 
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that have attended the studies of these phenomena, have ensured that 
the planet—or more properly, as I use it here, the Earth system—has 
swum into our ken even across the intellectual horizons of scholars in 
the humanities.

The globe, I argue, is a humanocentric construction; the planet, or 
the Earth system, decenters the human. The doubled figure of the hu-
man now requires us to think about how various forms of life, our own 
and others’, may be caught up in historical processes that bring together 
the globe and the planet both as projected entities and as theoretical 
categories and thus mix the limited timescale over which modern hu-
mans and humanist historians contemplate history with the inhumanly 
vast timescales of deep history.

Capital, Technology, and the Planetary

The globe and the planet—as categories standing for the two narra-
tives of globalization and global warming—are connected. What con-
nects them are the phenomena of modern capitalism (using the term 
loosely) and technology, both global in their reach. After all, greenhouse 
gas emissions have increased almost exclusively through the pursuit of 
industrial and postindustrial forms of modernization and prosperity. 
No nation has ever spurned this model of development, whatever their 
criticisms of one another. As a result of the spread of industrialization, 
as historian John McNeill has pointed out, the twentieth century be-
came “a time of extraordinary change” in human history. “The human 
population increased from 1.5 to 6 billions, the world’s economy in-
creased fifteen fold, energy use increased from thirteen to fourteen fold, 
freshwater use increased nine fold, and the irrigated areas by fivefold.”8 
Given this global pursuit of industry and development, it is understand-
able that the proponents of climate justice should see global warming 
as a consequence of uneven capitalist development inflected by class, 
gender, and race and look suspiciously even on the topic of planetary 
climate change as an attempt to deny the less developed nations the 
“carbon space” they might need in order to industrialize.

Yet the history of capitalism alone, as it has been told until now, is 
not enough for us to make sense of the human situation today. This has 
to do with the dawning realization that many of today’s “natural” dis-
asters are consequences of changes that human socioeconomic institu-
tions and technologies cause in processes that Earth system scientists 
regard as planetary. These processes until now have operated mostly in-
dependently of human activities but have nevertheless been central to 
the flourishing of human and other forms of life. The more we acknowl-
edge our emerging planetary agency, the clearer it is that we now have 
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to think about aspects of the planet that humans normally just take for 
granted as they go about the business of their everyday lives. Take the 
case of the atmosphere and the share of oxygen in it. The atmosphere is 
as fundamental to our existence as the simple act of breathing. But what 
is the history of this atmosphere? Do we need to think about that history 
today in thinking about human futures? Yes, we do. For the last 375 mil-
lion years—since the evolution of large forests, that is—the concentra-
tion of oxygen has been maintained by certain processes on the planet 
at a level that ensured that animals did not suffocate from lack of oxygen 
and forests did not burn from an overabundance of it. Diverse dynamic 
processes maintain the atmosphere in its current equilibrium. Oxygen 
being a reactive gas, the air needs a constant supply of fresh oxygen. 
Some of this oxygen comes even from tiny sea creatures like plankton. If 
human activities affecting the sea completely destroyed such plankton, 
we would thereby destroy a major source of oxygen. In short, humans 
have acquired the capacity to interfere with planetary processes but not 
necessarily—at least not as yet—the capacity to fix them.

Our abilities to shape the planet are largely technological, so tech-
nology also is an intrinsic part of this unfolding story about humans. The 
geologist Peter Haff recently introduced the concept of the “techno-
sphere” to characterize the global system of human technology:

The proliferation of technology across the globe defines the techno-
sphere—the set of large-scale networked technologies that underlie 
and make possible rapid extraction from the Earth of large quantities 
of free energy and subsequent power generation, long-distance, nearly 
instantaneous communication, rapid long-distance energy and mass 
transport, the existence of modern governmental and other bureau-
cracies, high-intensity industrial and manufacturing operations in-
cluding regional, continental and global distribution of food and other 
goods, and myriad additional “artificial” or “non-natural” processes 
without which modern civilization and its present 7 × 10 9 human con-
stituents could not exist.9

According to Haff ’s argument, the human population at its current size 
is “deeply dependent on the existence of the technosphere” without 
which it “would quickly decline towards its Stone Age base of no more 
than ten million . . . individuals.”10 Technology, one could then say with 
Haff, has become a condition for biology, for the existence of humans 
in such massive numbers on the planet.11

Haff ’s thesis about the technosphere enables us to see how “unen-
cumbered,” in Carl Schmitt’s terms, technology has become today—and 
how, given the power of technology, humans have already made Earth 
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into a spaceship for themselves and other forms of life that depend for 
their own existence on human flourishing. In his 1958 “Dialogue on New 
Space,” Schmitt articulated through the voice of a fictional character, 
Mr. Altman (an old historian), a fundamental distinction between living 
on land and living on a ship at sea. At the core of “a terrestrial exis-
tence,” he said, there stood “house and property, marriage, family and 
hereditary right” along with domestic and other animals. Technology, 
when present in this kind of life, would be encumbered with all that 
such a life entailed. Technology per se would never be in charge of this 
life. With the conquest of the seas, however, the ship came to embody 
what Schmitt called “unencumbered technology.” Unlike the house 
of “terrestrial existence,” at the core of “maritime existence” was the 
ship, a “much more intensely . . . technological means than the house.” 
On the ship (as on airplanes today), life is crucially dependent on the 
proper functioning of technology.12 If technology fails, life faces disas-
ter. If Haff ’s argument is right that the technosphere today has become 
the primary condition for the survival of seven (soon to be nine) bil-
lion humans, we could say that we have already made Earth into some-
thing like Schmitt’s ship in that its capacity to support our many billion 
lives is now dependent on the existence of the technosphere itself. In 
a later article, where Haff distinguishes between a “social Anthropo-
cene”—one “that engages the conditions, motivations and histories of 
the world’s peoples, including the role of politics”—and a “geological 
Anthropocene,” he reiterates that it is important for humans “to recog-
nise that the technosphere has agency, and that agency is not the same 
as our own.”13

The technosphere extends deeply into “subterranean rock mass via 
mines, boreholes and other underground constructions” and into the 
“marine realm” as well—not only through ships and submarines but 
also through “oil platforms and pipelines, piers, docks, [and] aquacul-
ture structures.”14 On dry land, it encompasses our “houses, factories, 
and farms” along with our “computer systems, smartphones, and CDs” 
and “the waste in landfills and spoil heaps.” The technosphere “is stag-
gering in scale, with some thirty trillion tons representing a mass of 
more than 50 kilos for every square metre of the Earth’s surface.” “The 
technosphere,” observes geologist Mark Williams, “can be said to have 
budded off the biosphere and arguably is now at least partly parasitic 
on it.” And compared to the biosphere, “it is remarkably poor at re-
cycling its own materials, as our burgeoning landfill sites show.”15

Equally striking are the figures illustrating the role humans have 
played in reshaping the landscape of the planet not only on its surface 
but down to the continental shelves. The planet’s land and seafloor have 
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been transformed by humans. “By the end of the 20th century, sea-
bottom trawling was taking place across an area of some 15 million km2 
each year. This now includes most of the world’s continental shelves and 
significant areas of the upper continental slope, along with the upper 
surfaces of seamounts.”16 In 1994, according to one estimate, “human 
earth moving caused 30 billion tons to be moved per year on a global 
basis.” A 2001 estimate gives the figure of 57 billion tons per year. For 
comparison, the amount of sedimentation carried into the ocean by the 
world’s rivers each year amounts to between 8.3 and 51.1 billion tons a 
year.17 Humans, say the geologist Colin Waters and his colleagues, “now 
move more sediment around in this fashion [mining and quarrying] than 
all natural processes combined (26 Gt/yr).”18 Such a considerable geo-
morphological and biological role cannot be separated from the history 
that connects capitalism with global warming.

If all this and much else about human impact on the planet suggest 
to Earth system scientists that the planet may have passed the thresh-
old of the Holocene and entered a new geological epoch altogether, we 
can then say that as humans we presently live in two different kinds of 
“now-time” (or what they call Jetztzeit in German) simultaneously: in our 
own awareness of ourselves, the “now” of human history has become 
entangled with the long “now” of geological and biological timescales, 
something that has never happened before in the history of humanity.19 
True, earth-scale phenomena—earthquakes, for instance—erupted 
into our humanist narratives, no doubt, but for the most part geological 
events such as the uplift or erosion of a mountain occurred so gradually 
that mountains were seen as a constant and unchanging background 
to human stories. In our own lifetime, however, we have become aware 
that the background is no longer just a background. We are part of it, 
acting as a geological force and contributing to the loss of biodiversity 
that may, in a few hundred years, become the sixth great extinction. Ir-
respective of whether the term is ever formalized or not, the Anthropo-
cene signifies the extent and the duration of our species’ modification 
of the earth’s geology, chemistry, and biology.20

In thinking historically about humans in an age when intensive capi-
talist globalization has given rise to the threat of global warming and 
mass extinction, we need to bring together conceptual categories that 
we have usually treated in the past as separate and virtually uncon-
nected. We need to connect deep and recorded histories and put geo-
logical time and the biological time of evolution in conversation with 
the time of human history and experience. And this means telling the 
story of human empires—of colonial, racial, and gendered oppres-
sions—in tandem with the larger story of how a particular biologi-
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cal species, Homo sapiens, its technosphere, and other species that co-
evolved with or were dependent on Homo sapiens came to dominate the 
biosphere, lithosphere, and the atmosphere of this planet. We have to 
do all this, moreover, without ever taking our eyes off the individual 
human who continues to negotiate his or her own phenomenological 
and everyday experience of life, death, and the world—experience that 
takes for granted a “world” that today, ironically, no longer presents 
itself as simply given.21 The crisis at the planetary level percolates into 
our everyday life in mediated forms and, one could argue, it even issues 
in part from decisions we make in everyday life (such as flying, eating 
meat, or using fossil-fuel energy in other ways). But that does not mean 
that the human phenomenological experience of the world is over. True, 
we are never distant from deep time and deep history. They run through 
our bodies and lives. Humans in everyday lives may be forgetful of their 
evolved characteristics, but the design of all human artifacts, for in-
stance, will always be based on the assumption that humans have bin-
ocular vision and opposable thumbs. Having big and complex brains 
may very well mean that our big and deep histories can exist along-
side and through our small and shallow pasts, that our internal sense 
of time—that phenomenologists study, for instance—will not always 
align itself with evolutionary or geological chronologies.22

Being Political at the Limits of the Political

The coming together of human and nonhuman scales produces the po-
litical in the form of a paradox that calls into question previous ways 
of thinking about and using that category.23 My use of the word politi-
cal is indebted to Hannah Arendt’s thoughts modified by my reading of 
Carl Schmitt. The innate connection that exists between intergenera-
tional time and Arendt’s conception of the political allows us see why 
any action undertaken with the aim of addressing climate change over a 
time span covering the lives of multiple generations is political (though 
no one solution will be to everybody’s satisfaction).24

Readers of The Human Condition will remember that Arendt identi-
fied the human capacity for making use of individual differences—in 
her terms, plurality—to create the new or the novel in human affairs as 
the source of “action.” “Action” is foundational to her definition of the 
political. Action, Arendt wrote, “corresponds to the human condition 
of plurality, to the fact that men, not Man, live on earth and inhabit 
the world.”25 Action is “the political activity par excellence.” Action was 
also tied to the condition of natality—the fact that we are all born as 
new and unique individuals. “Action in so far as it engages in founding 
and preserving political bodies,” writes Arendt, “has the closest con-
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nection with the human condition of natality; the new beginning in-
herent in birth can make itself felt in the world only because the new-
comer possesses the capacity of beginning something anew, that is, of 
acting.”26 The possibility of newness, that is, natality—“and not mor-
tality,” adds Arendt—remains “the central category of political, as dis-
tinguished from metaphysical, thought.”27 Arendt returned to the idea 
of natality in her later publication The Life of the Mind: “Every man, being 
created in the singular [unlike animals or species-being, says Arendt], is 
a new beginning by virtue of his birth.”28 The point is repeated again in 
The Promise of Politics: “man is apolitical. Politics arises between men, and 
so quite outside of man. There is therefore no political substance. Politics 
arises in what lies between men and is established as relationships.”29

Arendt’s ideas about the political have sometimes been criticized for 
their apparent lack of interest in relations of domination, injustice, in-
equality, and, by extension, democracy.30 But her conception of “the 
political” can be put in conversation with her ideas about “action” and 
“work” to create a conceptual space that allows for an interest in pre-
cisely the issues that Arendt’s critics thought she disdained.31 The triple 
distinction between labor, work, and action with which Arendt opens 
The Human Condition enables us to see the point more clearly.32 “The hu-
man condition of labor is life itself,” writes Arendt. It is literally about 
consumption—the metabolism we need to sustain our biological bodies 
and their eventual and inevitable decay. What labor sustains—the indi-
vidual body—does not live beyond the individual’s lifetime. In contrast, 
“work” has to do with all kinds of human artifice—from language and 
institutions to man-made things—that are necessarily intergenerational.33 
Work produces “the world of things.” Though “each individual life is 
housed” in this “world,” the “world itself is meant to outlast and tran-
scend them all.” Work thus produces intergenerational time as consti-
tutive of itself. This idea of intergenerational time is encapsulated in the 
argument that work generates matters that endure, though admittedly, 
usage “wears out” their durability.34 The world that precedes us in time 
and yet leaves to us its enduring institutions, ideas, practices, and things 
has to be intergenerational in orientation. Arendt connects this with the 
idea of dwelling: “In order to be what the world is always meant to be, 
a home for men during their life on earth, the human artifice must be 
a place fit for action and speech.”35 For artifices to act as this site, they 
need to survive the logics of pure consumption and utility.36

Political action, in this sense, is that which helps humans to be at 
home on earth beyond the time of the living. A consumption-driven 
capitalism in which all artifacts are up for consumption in the pres-
ent would be an antipolitical machine in that it would eventually work 
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10 	I  n t r od  u c t i o n

against the logic of human dwelling, since dwelling requires artifacts to 
endure beyond the lifetime of the living. It would be akin to Arendt’s 
category “labor”—the activity that all animals have to engage in, which 
is finding food to keep biological life going. Intergenerational concerns, 
made howsoever difficult by the fact that the unborn are not there to 
press their claims against those of the living, are thus central to Arendt’s 
conception of the political.37 Questions of climate justice—not only be-
tween the rich and the poor but also between the living and the un-
born—surely fall under the political in this view. How humans might 
transition to renewable energy, develop sustainable societies, and other 
such questions of concern would also be, by the same token, political. 
Needless to say, the word political, thus applied, would refer to all ac-
tivities undertaken to deal with the consequences of—and hence the 
future posed by—global warming, from scientific, technological, and 
geoengineering experiments to policy work and activism across the 
spectrum of all available ideologies.

Armed with this conception of the political (I will soon add a Schmit-
tian modification to it), how should we conceive of our own times as we 
add to the postcolonial, postimperial, and global concerns of the last 
century issues such as anthropogenic climate change and the Anthropo-
cene? The emergence of these latter issues surely does not mean that the 
issues that seemed important in the postcolonial world and in the con-
text of globalization have gone away. After all, we still live in times when 
representation of histories of “people without history” remains a de-
bated question, when the question of sovereignty of those who lost their 
lands and civilizations to European occupiers and invaders remains un-
answered (and perhaps, disquietingly, unanswerable), when inequali-
ties between classes grow more acute and wealth concentrates in the 
hands of the so-called one percent, and when the number of refugees or 
stateless people in the world keeps swelling while global capital pursues 
technology that drastically changes and threatens the future of human 
labor. The same digital technology that makes for intelligent machines 
also acquires a Janus-faced presence in the lives of democracies: social 
media applications like WhatsApp and Facebook can help popular mo-
bilization but are not necessarily conducive to the nuanced debates and 
discussions that democratic deliberations also require.

To talk about the planetary and the Anthropocene is not to deny these 
problems but to render them layered in both figurative and real terms. 
The geological time of the Anthropocene and the time of our everyday 
lives in the shadow of global capital are intertwined. The geological runs 
through and exceeds human-historical time. Some consequences of hu-
man impact on the planet—cities becoming heat islands, rise in the fre-
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quency and intensity of hurricanes, acidification of the seas—remain  
visible in historical time. Others—like the impact anthropogenic cli-
mate change may have on the glacial-interglacial cycle that has char-
acterized the history of this planet for more than two million years—
are not. Some of the results of our capacity to move earth around are 
visible and often ugly. In the state of Rajasthan in India, thirty-one hills 
that have “gone missing”—that is to say razed to the ground illegally 
by criminal businessmen looking for “raw materials” to feed the con-
struction boom in the country—are an ugly demonstration of the earth-
moving capacity of modern humans and their machinery.38 But when I 
see in a neighborhood park a child unselfconsciously walking around 
an earthmoving machine and then see the same child moving sand in a 
sand pit with the help of miniature versions of the same machinery—
Anthropocene toys!—I see how much our geomorphological agency has 
been “naturalized” (figs. 1, 2). There is no question of artificially sepa-
rating the time of the Anthropocene from the human time of our lives 
and history. In many ways, our capacity to act as a geophysical force is 
connected to many modern forms of enjoyment.

If anything, many of the problems we identify as problems of capital-
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ist globalization will only intensify as global warming increases. Shrink-
ing habitability of the planet, a rise in the number of climate refugees 
and “illegal immigrants,” water scarcity, frequent extreme weather 
events, prospects of geoengineering, and so forth cannot be a recipe 
for global peace.39 In addition, our global failure to create a governance 
mechanism for planetary climate change also suggests that we are not 
dealing with the kind of “global” problems our global governance appa-
ratus, the United Nations, was set up to deal with.

There is an interesting problem of temporality here. Negotiations be-
tween nations at the level of the UN usually assume an open and indefi-
nite calendar. For instance, we don’t know when there will be peace be-
tween the state of Israel and the Palestinian population or whether the 
people of Kashmir will ever live in an undivided land. Those are ques-
tions that belong to an open and indefinite calendar. Similarly, we don’t 
know when humans will be successful in ushering in a fair and equi-
table world. The struggle against capitalism assumes that there is time 
aplenty for our historical questions of injustice to be settled. The climate 
problem and all talk of “dangerous” climate change, on the other hand, 
confront us with finite calendars of urgent action. Yet powerful nations 
of the world have sought to deal with the problem with an apparatus 
that was meant for actions on indefinite calendars. Following the suc-
cess of the Montreal Protocol of 1987, the UN treated anthropogenic 
climate change as a “global”—and not planetary—problem that was 
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to be resolved through the UN mechanism. This is why the UN set up 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988. But, 
interestingly, the action that the IPCC recommends—on global carbon 
budgets, for instance—assumes a finite and definite calendar that then 
is subjected to global negotiations. The 2°C figure that is normally seen 
as the threshold of “dangerous” climate change, for instance, represents 
a politically negotiated compromise between the UN tendency toward 
an indefinite calendar of action and the finite calendar that scientists 
come up with. It is entirely possible that planetary climate change is a 
problem that the UN was not set up to deal with. But we have no better 
democratic alternative at present. Climate change and the Anthropo-
cene are thus problems that are profoundly political and that challenge 
our received political institutions and imaginations at the same time.40

While being guided by Arendt’s ideas about the political, it is impor-
tant not to lose sight of the Schmittian insight that even if humans are 
capable of being rational and creative, there is no humanity that can 
act as the bearer of a single, rational consensus. “The political world,” 
writes Schmitt, “is a pluriverse, and not a universe.”41 One does not 
know where and how human history will proceed. Our times also re-
quire us to address another point that neither Schmitt nor Arendt ever 
addressed. They are both helpful in giving us a capacious understand-
ing of the political, but because this understanding remains focused 
only on humans, it is unfortunately not capacious enough. Animals and 
other nonhumans cannot be part of the political in Arendt’s or Schmitt’s 
schema. Yet the planetary environmental crisis calls on us to extend 
ideas of politics and justice to the nonhuman, including both the living 
and the nonliving. The more this realization sinks in, the more we realize 
how irrevocably humanocentric all our political institutions and con-
cepts are. The important point is that the climate crisis and the Anthro-
pocene hypothesis together represent an intellectual and political quan-
dary for humans and warrant new interpretations of the significance 
and meanings of what I once called “political modernity.”42 Hence, the 
work of pioneering thinkers such as Bruno Latour, Isabelle Stengers, 
Donna Haraway, Jane Bennett, and others who have long studied this 
question of extending the political beyond the human is relevant and 
important to this project. I will have comments to make on this problem 
without in any way claiming to have solved it.

As should be clear by now, it does not matter for my argument 
whether or not the Anthropocene label is one day accepted formally by 
geologists as the name of our current geological epoch. As Zalasiewicz 
and his colleagues say, the “future status” of the term “as a concept” can 
“in general be regarded as secure but is uncertain in formal terms.”43 
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Jeremy Davies, Eva Horn, Hannes Bergthaller, and others are right to say 
that for humanists, the main benefit of the discussion about the Anthro-
pocene is that it has brought the geobiological into view. My particular 
concern has been to figure out what the implications of the science of 
climate change and Earth System Science could be for humanists inter-
ested in thinking about the historical time through which we are pass-
ing. I should clarify, however, that I do not approach science from within 
the traditions developed in certain branches of science studies that often 
make, in Bernard Williams’s words, “the remarkable assumption that 
the sociology of knowledge is in a better position to deliver the truth 
about science than science is to deliver the truth about the world.”44 I 
consider it indisputable that the pursuit of science remains enmeshed 
in the politics of class, gender, race, economic regimes, and scientific 
institutions. Therefore, concerns about the actual power and authority 
particular scientists may exercise in particular historical contexts are  
entirely legitimate. I do not believe, however, that such enmeshment 
makes the findings of scientific disciplines any more arbitrary or false or 
merely political than empirical statements and analyses by a fellow his-
torian or social scientist.45 Without the sciences, there still would have 
been atmospheric warming and erratic weather, but there would not 
have been an intellectual problem called “planetary climate change” 
or “global warming” or even the Anthropocene. This is not to deny the 
need to produce two-way, practical translations in places between  
local knowledge, customs, traditions, practices, and a science that is 
planetary in scope but to plainly acknowledge that “the local,” by itself, 
would have never given us any understanding of the roles that parts of 
the world sparsely or not at all inhabited by humans—such the regions 
containing the Siberian permafrost or the oceans themselves—play in 
processes that determine cooling or warming of the whole planet.46

The Evolution and Structure of This Book

Troubled by my own thoughts about planetary climate change but also 
stimulated by the methodological challenges the problem of geologi-
cal agency of humans posed to my usual habits of thought as a human-
ist historian, I published an essay in 2009—“The Climate of History: 
Four Theses.” I wondered about what humanity was in this age of the 
Anthropocene. We are simultaneously a divided humanity as well as a 
dominant partner in a techno-socioeconomic-biological complex that 
includes other species. It is this complex that is driving species extinc-
tion and is thus itself a part of the history of life on this planet. This 
makes the complex a geological agent as well. With the collapsing of 
multiple chronologies—of species history and geological times within 
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living memory—the human condition has changed. This changed con-
dition does not mean that the related but different stories of humans as 
a divided humanity, as a species, and as a geological agent have all fused 
into one big geostory and that a single story of the planet and of the his-
tory of life on it can now serve in the place of humanist histories. As hu-
mans, I argued, we have no way of experiencing in unmediated forms 
these other modes of being human that we know cognitively at an ab-
stract level. Humans in their internally differentiated plurality, humans 
as a species, and humans as the makers of the Anthropocene constitute 
three connected but analytically distinct categories. We construct their 
archives differently and employ different kinds of training, research 
skills, tools, and analytical strategies to conceive of them as historical 
agents, and they are agents of very different kinds.47

This conscious conjoining of differently scaled chronologies pro-
duced in me a feeling that I have often likened to that of falling. It was 
as though as a humanist historian interested in political issues of rights, 
justice, and democracy, I had fallen into “deep” history, into the abyss 
of deep geological time. This falling into “deep” history carries with it a 
certain shock of recognition of the otherness of the planet and its very 
large-scale spatial and temporal processes of which humans have, unin-
tentionally, become a part. Being from the Indian subcontinent, where 
diabetes has acquired epidemic proportions, I sometime explain this 
experience by drawing an analogy with how an Indian person’s sense 
of his or her own pasts suddenly undergoes an instantaneous expan-
sion when he or she is diagnosed as diabetic. You go to the doctor with 
a (potentially) historian’s view of your own pasts, a biography that you 
could place in certain social and historical contexts and that spans two 
or three generations. The diagnosis, however, opens up completely new, 
impersonal, and long-term pasts that could not be owned by one in the 
possessive-individualist sense that the political theorist C. B. Macpher-
son once wrote about brilliantly.48 A subcontinental person will most 
likely be told that they have a genetic propensity toward diabetes be-
cause they have been rice eaters (for at least a few thousand years now). 
If they were academic and from a Brahmin or upper-caste family in 
addition, then they had practiced a sedentary lifestyle for at least a few 
hundred years, and it would perhaps also be explained to them that 
human muscles’ capacity for retaining and releasing sugar was related 
to the fact of humans having been hunters and gatherers for the over-
whelming majority of their history—suddenly, evolution and deep his-
tory!49 You don’t have experiential access to any of these longer histo-
ries, but you fall into a sudden awareness of them.

While my 2009 essay received many appreciative responses, it also 
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confronted a maelstrom of criticism. My critics claimed that my refer-
ence to humans as a “dominant species” and my use of the moniker An-
thropocene (and not something like Capitalocene) ran the risk of “de-
politicizing” climate change by detracting attention from questions of 
responsibility, the role of capitalism, empires, uneven development, and 
the drive for capitalist accumulation. The rich, they rightly pointed out, 
were far more responsible for the climate crisis and would always be 
lesser victims of the crisis than the poor. I have replied to some of the 
specific criticisms elsewhere.50 Without going over that ground in de-
tail, let me simply say that I agree with the literary scholar Gillen D’Arcy 
Wood’s recent assessment that some of the criticism may have been at 
cross purposes.51

However, it may be productive to reflect on the burden of the criti-
cisms I received for what it tells us about the recent history of the inter-
pretive disciplines in the human sciences. Scholars in the field of post-
colonial history and theory were relatively slow to respond to the crisis 
of global warming even though the science was hitting the newsstands 
by the late 1980s. Take the year 1988. That was when James Hansen, 
then the head of the Goddard Space Center of NASA, spoke to the 
United States Senate and presented them with three main conclusions: 
“Number one, the earth is warmer in 1988 than at any time in the his-
tory of instrumental measurements. Number two, the global warming is 
now large enough that we can ascribe with a high degree of confidence 
a cause and effect relationship to the greenhouse effect. And number 
three, our computer climate simulations indicate that the greenhouse 
effect is already large enough to begin to [affect] the probability of ex-
treme events such as summer heat waves.”52 The United Nations’ Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was set up the same 
year.

Postcolonial thinking and criticism—a branch of the humanities 
that deeply influenced critical theory in the late twentieth century—
may be said to have begun its journey ten years before these events 
with the publication in 1978 of Edward Said’s polemical classic Orien-
talism.53 Many currents of thought—critical race theory, feminist criti-
cism, anticolonial and postcolonial criticism, cultural studies, minority 
studies—came together in the 1980s and after to move the humanities 
away from the aristocratic temperament in which the study of texts, 
rhetoric, philology, grammar, prosody, and so forth had been anchored 
for ages.54 Humanities, a branch of knowledge that once was about the 
cultivation of personhood and establishing cultural claims to rule by 
imperial and other elites, transformed in these decades into a branch 
of knowledge that both studied and produced what James Scott once 
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memorably called “weapons of the weak.”55 Subaltern Studies, first pub-
lished in 1983, was conceived very much within this new orientation of 
the humanities.56 The year 1988 was when Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
published her famous essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?”57 And within 
a few years from of the publication of that essay, Homi Bhabha, Stuart 
Hall, Kobena Mercer, and others collaborated in 1995 to curate the first 
postcolonial exhibition and conference on Franz Fanon that resulted in 
the publication of The Fact of Blackness.58 Bhabha’s own classic collection 
of essays on questions of postcolonial criticism and thinking, The Loca-
tion of Culture, came out in 1994.59

These new intellectual directions in the humanities produced reve-
latory insights but remained, if I may say so without putting too fine a 
point on it, environmentally blind. This might sound like an extreme 
statement, so let me briefly explain what I mean. The late 1960s and 
the 1970s had, of course, seen an upsurge of environmentalist move-
ments in different parts of the world. Europe saw the rise of green 
parties and politics. In many cases environmentalist movements and 
thoughts led to certain criticisms of capitalist growth models (as may 
be seen in the writings of the well-known Indian environmentalist 
Vandana Shiva). The tocsin that Rachel Carson sounded with her 1962 
Silent Spring led, thanks in no small measure to the “blue marble” pic-
ture of earth popularized by American astronauts in 1972, to the idea 
that humans had this “one world”—one atmosphere, one large mass of 
oceanic water, one spherical home—that was both fragile and finite, 
vulnerable to the ravages of extractive capitalism and the postindus-
trial way of life. One of the most prominent expressions of this “finite 
earth” view was the 1972 report called The Limits to Growth, also known 
as the Club of Rome Report authored by Donella and Dennis Meadows 
and their colleagues.60

But this “one-worldism” did not quite gel with the humanities tra-
ditions from which postcolonial criticism issued. Scholars in the hu-
manities (in which I include the interpretive branches of history and 
anthropology) were fundamentally not “lumpers” but “splitters” of hu-
man history, scholars who believed that all claims about the “oneness” 
of the world had to be radically interrogated by testing them against 
the reality of all that actually divided humans and formed the basis of 
different regimes of oppression: colony, race, class, gender, sexuality, 
ideologies, interests, and so on. They were skeptical of arguments that 
tended to fold the diversities of human worlds into the oneness of a fi-
nite Earth. This unifying move seemed ideologically suspect and always 
appeared to have been made in the interests of power. These scholars 
believed that the path for the emancipation of all humans one day could 
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not be found without first addressing and working through the conflicts 
and injustices these divisions entailed. Indeed, one may see this opposi-
tion between the lumpers/one-worlders and the splitters/postcolonials 
as running through many of the legitimate demands that are made in 
the name of environmental or climate justice today.61 The splitting reflex 
is now deeply set and thoroughly understandable: scholars in the hu-
manities, after all, have been raised—and with good reason—for over 
five decades to be extremely suspicious of all claims of totality and uni-
versalism. I was myself a child of this tradition.

Given this tension between "splitters" and "lumpers" that my own 
thinking was also once subject to, I spent the last ten years trying to 
work my way through the implications of—and the controversies sur-
rounding—the four theses I set out in the essay of that name. This is why, 
much discussed and critiqued though it has been, that essay, “The Cli-
mate of History: Four Theses,” now revised and renamed “Four Theses,” 
remains the inescapable starting point of this project and serves as the 
first chapter of this book. I have added a brief appendix to this chapter 
to clarify my use of words and expressions such as species and “negative 
universal history” that troubled some readers of the original essay on 
which this chapter is based.

Methodologically, this book presents an argument by taking the 
reader through the path I myself took to develop and arrive at it. A key 
moment along that path of discovery came for me when I stumbled on 
the realization that the concept of globe in the word globalization was 
not the same as the concept of globe in the expression global warming. 
Same word but their referents were different. This is the idea that I 
would eventually come to develop as the globe/planet distinction. Not 
a binary, I wish to stress, but two related terms distinguished analyti-
cally. The more I read into Earth System Science and the more I thought 
about the accusation that my four theses let capitalism off the hook, 
the more this distinction seemed important to me. This is what the first 
section of the book is all about. My second chapter, on “Conjoined 
Histories,” where I put out some initial thoughts about why the few-
centuries-old story of capitalism did not give us enough of an intellec-
tual grip on the problems of human history that anthropogenic climate 
change revealed, builds up to the globe/planet distinction. It is in chap-
ter 3, “The Planet: A Humanist Category” that the distinction is fully 
developed. This chapter provides the intellectual fulcrum on which the 
argument of this book turns. The category “planet” allowed to me see, 
and ultimately to say, that contemplating our own times required us to 
behold ourselves from two perspectives at once: the planetary and the 
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global. The global is a humanocentric construction; the planet decen-
ters the human.

The second section of the book, titled “The Difficulty of Being Mod-
ern,” consists of three chapters that variously explore the question of 
why modern ideas of freedom—whether projected for individuals, the 
nation, or for humanity in general—retain their attraction even after 
many of the assumptions underlying them have been justifiably chal-
lenged by various critics of modernity and modernization. In the first 
of these (chap. 4), “The Difficulty of Being Modern,” I analyze the inti-
mate connection between postcolonial nations’ conceptions of freedom 
and the increased need for energy that has been historically serviced 
mainly by fossil fuel and by a variety of projects of “mastery of nature” 
(such as damming rivers). The second (chap. 5), “Planetary Aspirations: 
Reading a Suicide in India,” is a reading of the ideas of humanity and 
freedom that a Dalit-identified young man who took his life in 2016 left 
in his suicide note. The chapter reads the history of stigma and upper-
caste disgust surrounding “the dalit body” as pointing to certain limits 
to how the human body is imagined in the reigning conceptions of the 
political. The last chapter (chap. 6) in this section, a reading of Kant’s 
1786 essay “Speculative Beginning of Human History,” is in effect an 
anthropocenic critique trying to show how the distinction, fundamen-
tal to modernity, made by the great philosopher between the moral and 
animal lives of humans has come undone in the present crisis of the bio-
sphere.

I have called the final section of the book “Facing the Planetary,” 
partly as a homage to the political theorist William Connolly’s book by 
the same name. It begins with a chapter called “Anthropocene Time”—
chapter 7—where I try to explicate what the geologist Jan Zalasiewicz 
calls a planet-centered mode of thinking in order to distinguish it from 
thoughts that put human concerns exclusively at their center. I then go 
on to develop—in a chapter titled “Towards an Anthropological Clear-
ing” (chap. 8)—some of the implications that our recent opening up to 
the planetary and the geological has for our understanding of the hu-
man condition today. I look on the present crisis as providing an oppor-
tunity for working toward Karl Jaspers’s idea of an “epochal conscious-
ness,” a form of argumentation that seeks to make a conceptual place 
for thinking the human condition before committing to any particular 
version of practical or activist politics. The fact of the planet—the cate-
gory explained in the first section—coming into view in the everyday 
lives of humans leads us to question whether the relationship of mu-
tuality between humans and the earth/world that many twentieth-
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century thinkers inherited, assumed, and celebrated has become unten-
able today. How do we move, in the face of the current ecological crisis, 
toward composing a new “commons,” a new anthropology, as it were, 
in search of a redefinition of human relationships to the nonhuman, in-
cluding the planet? That is where this book ends, with the beginnings, 
I hope, of a conclusion not yet reached in history.

A postscript of a conversation with Bruno Latour is added in which 
many of the points made in this book are canvassed.

As the foregoing description of the book makes obvious, my account 
of human worlds and their relationship to the planet humans inhabit 
does not aim to contribute in any immediate and practical sense to pos-
sible solutions to climate-related conflicts in the world. These conflicts, 
as I have said, may even be sharpened by the planetary environmental 
crisis and by the different tensions—having to do with borders, water, 
food, housing—that the crisis provokes. My hope is that stories that 
bring our deep and recorded histories together may help generate new 
perspectives from which to view these conflicts and thus contribute in-
directly toward their mitigation. The more we see that in spite of all our 
divisions and inequalities, what is at stake is the survival of civilization 
as we have known it, the more, I hope, we will see the insufficiency of 
our necessarily partisan views in addressing what one may, with a nod 
toward Arendt, call the human condition today.

In his book on the Anthropocene, philosopher Sverre Raffnsøe re-
minds us that Kant’s Introduction to Logic saw four fundamental ques-
tions as critical to distinguishing four domains of knowledge: the basic 
question of “knowledge, science, theory and metaphysics” was “What 
can I know?”; the basic question of moral and practical thought, “What 
should I do?” and the question in religious and aesthetic contexts was 
“What can I hope for?” Raffnsøe goes on to point out that Kant saw 
these three basic questions as “folding in on each other, and mutually 
contributing to and being clarified through . . . a fourth and seminal 
question: ‘What is Man? [Was ist der Mensch?].’”62 The last question, 
wrote Kant, was to be answered by “anthropology.”63 The phenomenon 
of the Anthropocene and the crisis of climate change raise all of these 
questions. Scientists—and social scientists—are best placed to discover 
what we can know; politicians, activists, and policy thinkers and engi-
neers are best equipped to find what we can do. It falls to religion, aes-
thetic, and cognate domains of thought to suggest what we can expect. 
Humanity’s current predicament renews for the humanist the question 
of the human condition. This humble book, then, joins the efforts of 
other humanists in collectively thinking our way toward a new philo-
sophical anthropology.
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Four Theses

The planetary crisis of climate change or global warming elicits a variety 
of responses in individuals, groups, and governments ranging from de-
nial, disconnect, and indifference to a spirit of engagement and activ-
ism of varying kinds and degrees. These responses saturate our sense of 
the now. Alan Weisman’s best-selling book The World without Us suggests 
a thought experiment as a way of experiencing our present: “Suppose 
that the worst has happened. Human extinction is a fait accompli. . . . 
Picture a world from which we all suddenly vanished. . . . Might we have 
left some faint, enduring mark on the universe? . . . Is it possible that, 
instead of heaving a huge biological sigh of relief, the world without us 
would miss us?”1 I am drawn to Weisman’s experiment as it tellingly 
demonstrates how the current crisis can precipitate a sense of the pres-
ent that disconnects the future from the past by putting such a future 
beyond the grasp of historical sensibility. The discipline of history exists 
on the assumption that our past, present, and future are connected by 
a certain continuity of human experience. We normally envisage the 
future with the help of the same faculty that allows us to picture the 
past. Weisman’s thought experiment illustrates the historicist paradox 
that inhabits contemporary moods of anxiety and concern about the 
finitude of humanity. To go along with Weisman’s experiment, we have 
to insert ourselves into a future “without us” in order to be able to visu-
alize it. Thus, our usual historical practices for visualizing times, past 
and future, times inaccessible to us personally—the exercise of histori-
cal understanding—are thrown into a deep contradiction and confu-
sion. Weisman’s experiment indicates how such confusion follows from 
our contemporary sense of the present insofar as that present gives rise 
to concerns about our future. Our historical sense of the present, in 
Weisman’s version, has thus become deeply destructive of our general 
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sense of history. By history, of course, I refer here to the humanist art 
of history writing focused on humans and anchored in their everyday 
sense of time.

I will return to Weisman’s experiment in the last part of this chap-
ter. There is much in the debate on climate change that should be of 
interest to those involved in contemporary discussions about history. 
For as the idea gains ground that the grave environmental risks of 
global warming have to do with excessive accumulation in the atmo-
sphere of greenhouse gases produced mainly through the burning of 
fossil fuel and the industrialized use of animal stock by human beings, 
certain scientific propositions have come into circulation in the public 
domain that have profound, even transformative, implications for how 
we think about human history or about what the late C. A. Bayly once 
called “the birth of the modern world.”2 Indeed, what scientists have 
said about climate change challenges not only the ideas about the hu-
man that usually sustain the discipline of history but also the analytic 
strategies that postcolonial and postimperial historians have deployed 
in the last two decades in response to the postwar scenario of decolo-
nization and globalization.

In what follows I present some responses to the contemporary cri-
sis from a historian’s point of view. However, a word about my own re-
lationship to the literature on climate change—and indeed to the crisis 
itself—may be in order. I am a practicing historian with a strong inter-
est in the nature of history as a form of knowledge, and my relationship 
to the science of global warming is derived, at some remove, from what 
scientists and other informed writers have written for the education of 
the general public (sometimes at the risk of irritating their specialist 
colleagues because of the necessary simplifications that such writing 
requires). Scientific studies of global warming are often said to have 
originated with the discoveries of the Swedish scientist Svante Arrhe-
nius in the 1890s, but self-conscious discussions of global warming 
in the public realm began in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the same 
period in which social scientists and humanists began to discuss glob-
alization.3 However, these discussions ran parallel to each other. While 
globalization, once recognized, was of immediate interest to human-
ists and social scientists, global warming, in spite of a good number of 
books published in the 1990s, did not become a public concern until the 
2000s. The reasons are not far to seek. As early as 1988 James Hansen, 
then director of NASA’s Goddard Institute of Space Studies, told a Sen-
ate committee about global warming and later remarked to a group of 
reporters on the same day, “It’s time to stop waffling . . . and say that 
the greenhouse effect is here and is affecting our climate.”4 But govern-
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ments, beholden to special interests and wary of political costs, would 
not listen. George H. W. Bush, then the president of the United States, 
famously quipped that he was going to fight the greenhouse effect with 
the “White House effect.”5 The situation changed in the 2000s when 
the warnings became dire, and the signs of the crisis—such as drought 
in Australia, frequent cyclones and brush fires, crop failures in many 
parts of the world, melting Himalayan and other mountain glaciers and 
of polar ice caps, increasing acidity of the seas, and damage to the food 
chain—became politically and economically inescapable. Added to this 
were growing concerns, voiced by many, about the rapid destruction 
of other species and about the global footprint of a human population 
poised to pass the nine billion mark by 2050.6

As the crisis gathered momentum in the last few years, I realized that 
all my readings in theories of globalization, Marxist analysis of capital, 
subaltern studies, and postcolonial criticism over the last twenty-five 
years, while enormously useful in studying globalization, had not really 
prepared me for making sense of this planetary conjuncture within 
which humanity finds itself today.7 The change of mood in globalization 
analysis may be seen by comparing the late Giovanni Arrighi’s masterful 
history of world capitalism, The Long Twentieth Century (1994), with his 
more recent Adam Smith in Beijing (2007), which, among other things, 
seeks to understand the implications of the economic rise of China. The 
first book, a long meditation on the chaos internal to capitalist econo-
mies, ends with the thought of capitalism burning up humanity “in the 
horrors (or glories) of the escalating violence that has accompanied 
the liquidation of the Cold War world order.” It is clear that the heat 
that burns the world in Arrighi’s narrative comes from the engine of 
capitalism and not from global warming. By the time Arrighi comes to 
write Adam Smith in Beijing, however, he is much more concerned with 
the question of ecological limits to capitalism. That theme provides the 
concluding note of the book, suggesting the distance that a critic such 
as Arrighi traveled in the thirteen years that separate the publication of 
the two books.8 If, indeed, globalization and global warming are born of 
overlapping processes, the question is, How do we bring them together 
in our understanding of the world?

Not being a scientist myself, I also make a fundamental assumption 
about the science of climate change. I assume the science to be right in 
its broad outlines. I thus assume that the views expressed particularly in 
the 2007 Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) of the United Nations, in the Stern Review on the 
Economics of Climate Change, and in the many books that have been pub-
lished by scientists and scholars seeking to explain the science of global 
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warming leave me with enough rational ground for accepting, unless the 
scientific consensus shifts in a major way, that there is a large measure 
of truth to anthropogenic theories of climate change.9 For this position, 
I depend on observations such as the following one reported by Naomi 
Oreskes, then a historian of science at the University of California, San 
Diego, now working at Harvard. Upon examining the abstracts of 928 
papers on global warming published in specialized peer-reviewed sci-
entific journals between 1993 and 2003, Oreskes found that not a single 
one sought to refute the “consensus” among scientists “over the reality 
of human-induced climate change.” “Virtually all professional climate 
scientists,” writes Oreskes, “agree on the reality of human-induced cli-
mate change, but debate continues on tempo and mode.”10 Indeed, in 
what I have read so far, I have not seen any reason yet for remaining a 
global-warming skeptic.11

The scientific consensus around the proposition that the present cri-
sis of climate change is man-made forms the basis of what I have to say 
here. In the interest of clarity and focus, I present my propositions in 
the form of four theses. The last three theses follow from the first one.  
I begin with the proposition that anthropogenic explanations of cli-
mate change spell the collapse of the age-old humanist distinction—
prevalent in the seventeenth century but dominant really in the 
nineteenth—between natural history and human history and end by 
returning to the question I opened with: How does the crisis of climate 
change appeal to our sense of human universals while challenging at the 
same time our capacity for historical understanding?12

Thesis 1: Anthropogenic Explanations of Climate  
Change Spell the Collapse of the Humanist Distinction  

between Natural History and Human History

Philosophers and students of history have often displayed a conscious 
tendency to separate human history—or the story of human affairs, as 
R. G. Collingwood put it—from natural history, sometimes proceeding 
even to deny that nature could ever have history quite in the same way 
humans have it. This practice itself has a long and rich past of which, 
for reasons of space and personal limitations, I can only provide a very 
provisional, thumbnail, and somewhat arbitrary sketch.13

We could begin with the old Viconian-Hobbesian idea that we, hu-
mans, could have proper knowledge of only civil and political institu-
tions because we made them, while nature remains God’s work and ulti-
mately inscrutable to man. “The true is identical with the created: verum 
ipsum factum” is how Croce summarized Vico’s famous dictum.14 Vico 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/8/2021 10:32 AM via UNIV OF CHICAGO. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	Fo   u r  Th  e s e s	  27

scholars have sometimes protested that Vico did not make such a dras-
tic separation between the natural and the human sciences as Croce 
and others read into his writings, but even they admit that such a read-
ing is widespread.15

This Viconian understanding was to become a part of the historian’s 
common sense in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It made its 
way into Marx’s famous utterance that “men make their own history, 
but they do not make it just as they please” and into the title of the 
Marxist archaeologist V. Gordon Childe’s well-known book Man Makes 
Himself.16 Croce seems to have been a major source of this distinction in 
the second half of the twentieth century through his influence on “the 
lonely Oxford historicist” Collingwood who, in turn, deeply influenced 
E. H. Carr’s 1961 book What Is History?, which is still perhaps one of the 
best-selling books on the historian’s craft.17 Croce’s thoughts, one could 
say, unbeknown to his legatees and with unforeseeable modifications, 
have triumphed in our understanding of history in the postcolonial age. 
Behind Croce and his adaptations of Hegel and hidden in Croce’s cre-
ative misreading of his predecessors stands the more distant and foun-
dational figure of Vico.18 The connections here, again, are many and 
complex. Suffice it to say for now that Croce’s 1911 book La filosofia di 
Giambattista Vico, dedicated, significantly, to Wilhelm Windelband, was 
translated into English in 1913 by none other than Collingwood, who 
was an admirer, if not a follower, of the Italian master.

Collingwood’s own argument for separating natural history from hu-
man ones developed its own inflections while still running on broadly 
Viconian lines as interpreted by Croce. Nature, Collingwood remarked, 
has no “inside.” “In the case of nature, this distinction between the out-
side and the inside of an event does not arise. The events of nature are 
mere events, not the acts of agents whose thought the scientist endeav-
ours to trace.” Hence, “all history properly so called is the history of 
human affairs.” The historian’s job is “to think himself into [an] action, 
to discern the thought of its agent.” A distinction, therefore, has to be 
made “between historical and non-historical human actions. . . . So far 
as man’s conduct is determined by what may be called his animal na-
ture, his impulses and appetites, it is non-historical; the process of those 
activities is a natural process.” Thus, says Collingwood, “the historian 
is not interested in the fact that men eat and sleep and make love and 
thus satisfy their natural appetites; but he is interested in the social cus-
toms which they create by their thought as a framework within which 
these appetites find satisfaction in ways sanctioned by convention and 
morality.” Only the history of the social construction of the body, not 
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the history of the body as such, can be studied. By splitting the human 
into the natural and the social or cultural, Collingwood saw no need to 
bring the two together.19

In discussing Croce’s 1893 essay “History Subsumed under the Con-
cept of Art,” Collingwood wrote, “Croce, by denying [the German 
idea] that history was a science at all, cut himself at one blow loose 
from naturalism, and set his face towards an idea of history as some-
thing radically different from nature.”20 David Roberts gives a fuller ac-
count of the more mature position in Croce. Croce drew on the writ-
ings of Ernst Mach and Henri Poincaré to argue that “the concepts of 
the natural sciences are human constructs elaborated for human pur-
poses.” “When we peer into nature,” he said, “we find only ourselves.” 
We do not “understand ourselves best as part of the natural world.” 
So, as Roberts puts it, “Croce proclaimed that there is no world but the 
human world, then took over the central doctrine of Vico that we can 
know the human world because we have made it.” For Croce, then, all 
material objects were subsumed into human thought. No rocks, for ex-
ample, existed in themselves. Croce’s idealism, Roberts explains, “does 
not mean that rocks, for example, ‘don’t exist’ without human beings 
to think them. Apart from human concern and language, they neither 
exist nor do not exist, since ‘exist’ is a human concept that has meaning 
only within a context of human concerns and purposes.”21 Both Croce 
and Collingwood would thus enfold human history and nature—to the 
extent that the latter could be said to have history—into purposive hu-
man action. What exists beyond that does not “exist” because it does 
not exist for humans in any meaningful sense.

In the twentieth century, however, other arguments, more sociologi-
cal or materialist, have existed alongside the Viconian one. They, too, 
have continued to justify the separation of human from natural history. 
One influential though perhaps infamous example would be the book-
let on the Marxist philosophy of history that Stalin published in 1938, 
Dialectical and Historical Materialism. This is how Stalin put the problem:

Geographical environment is unquestionably one of the constant and 
indispensable conditions of development of society and, of course, 
. . . [it] accelerates or retards its development. But its influence is not 
the determining influence, inasmuch as the changes and development 
of society proceed at an incomparably faster rate than the changes 
and development of geographical environment. In the space of 3000 
years three different social systems have been successfully superseded 
in Europe: the primitive communal system, the slave system and the 
feudal system. . . . Yet during this period geographical conditions in 
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Europe have either not changed at all, or have changed so slightly that 
geography takes no note of them. And that is quite natural. Changes in 
geographical environment of any importance require millions of years, 
whereas a few hundred or a couple of thousand years are enough for 
even very important changes in the system of human society.22

For all its dogmatic and formulaic tone, Stalin’s passage captures an as-
sumption perhaps common to historians of the mid-twentieth century: 
man’s environment did change but changed so slowly as to make the his-
tory of man’s relation to his environment almost timeless and thus not 
a subject of historiography at all. Even when Fernand Braudel rebelled 
against the state of the discipline of history as he found it in the late 
1930s and proclaimed his rebellion later in 1949 through his great book 
The Mediterranean, it was clear that he rebelled mainly against historians 
who treated the environment simply as a silent and passive backdrop 
to their historical narratives, something dealt with in the introductory 
chapter but forgotten thereafter, as if, as Braudel put it, “the flowers 
did not come back every spring, the flocks of sheep migrate every year, 
or the ships sail on a real sea that changes with the seasons.” In com-
posing The Mediterranean, Braudel wanted to write a history in which 
the seasons—“a history of constant repetition, ever-recurring cycles”—
and other recurrences in nature played an active role in molding hu-
man actions.23 The environment, in that sense, had an agentive presence 
in Braudel’s pages, but the idea that nature was mainly repetitive had 
a long and ancient history in European thought, as Gadamer showed 
in his discussion of Johann Gustav Droysen.24 Braudel’s position was 
no doubt a great advance over the kind of nature-as-a-backdrop argu-
ment that Stalin developed. But it shared a fundamental assumption, 
too, with the stance adopted by Stalin: the history of “man’s relationship 
to the environment” was so slow as to be “almost timeless.”25 In today’s 
climatologists’ terms, we could say that Stalin and Braudel and others 
who thought thus did not have available to them the idea, now wide-
spread in the literature on global warming, that the climate, and hence 
the overall environment, can sometimes reach a tipping point at which 
this slow and apparently timeless backdrop for human actions trans-
forms itself with a speed that can only spell disaster for human beings.

If Braudel to some degree made a breach in the binary of natural/
human history, one could say that the rise of environmental history in 
the late twentieth century made the breach wider. It could even be ar-
gued that environmental historians have sometimes indeed progressed 
toward producing what could be called natural histories of man. But 
there is a very important difference between the understanding of the 
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human being that these histories have been based on and the agency of 
the human now being proposed by scientists writing on climate change. 
Simply put, environmental history—where it was not straightforwardly 
cultural, social, or economic history—looked on human beings as bio-
logical agents. Alfred Crosby Jr., whose book The Columbian Exchange did 
much to pioneer the “new” environmental histories in the early 1970s, 
put the point thus in his original preface: “Man is a biological entity be-
fore he is a Roman Catholic or a capitalist or anything else.”26 The re-
cent book by Daniel Lord Smail On Deep History and the Brain is adven-
turous in attempting to connect knowledge gained from evolutionary 
sciences and neurosciences with human histories. Smail’s book pursues 
possible connections between biology and culture—between the his-
tory of the human brain and cultural history, in particular—while being 
always sensitive to the limits of biological reasoning. But it is the history 
of human biology and not any recent theses about the newly acquired 
geological agency of humans that concerns Smail.27

Scholars writing on the current climate-change crisis are indeed say-
ing something significantly different from what environmental histori-
ans have said so far. In unwittingly destroying the artificial but time-
honored distinction between natural and human histories, climate 
scientists posit that the human being has become something much 
larger than the simple biological agent that he or she always has been. 
Humans now wield a geological force. As Oreskes puts it:

To deny that global warming is real is precisely to deny that humans 
have become geological agents, changing the most basic physical pro-
cesses of the earth.

For centuries, scientists thought that earth processes were so large 
and powerful that nothing we could do could change them. This was 
a basic tenet of geological science: that human chronologies were in-
significant compared with the vastness of geological time; that human 
activities were insignificant compared with the force of geological 
processes. And once they were. But no more. There are now so many 
of us cutting down so many trees and burning so many billions of tons 
of fossil fuels that we have indeed become geological agents. We have 
changed the chemistry of our atmosphere, causing sea level to rise, ice 
to melt, and climate to change. There is no reason to think otherwise.28

Biological agents and geological agents are two different names with 
very different consequences. Environmental history, to go by Crosby’s 
masterful survey of the origins and the state of the field in 1995, has 
much to do with biology and geography but hardly ever imagined hu-
man impact on the planet on a geological scale. It was still a vision of 
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man “as a prisoner of climate,” as Crosby put it quoting Braudel, and not 
of man as the maker of it.29 To call human beings geological agents is to 
scale up our imagination of the human. Humans are biological agents, 
both collectively and as individuals. They have always been so. There 
was no point in human history when humans were not biological agents. 
But climate scientists’ claims about human agency introduce a question 
of scale. Humans can become a planetary geological agent only histori-
cally and collectively, that is, when we have reached numbers and in-
vented technologies that are on a scale large enough to have an impact 
on the planet itself. To call ourselves a geophysical force is to attribute to 
us a force on the same scale as that released at other times when there 
has been a mass extinction of species.30 We seem to be currently going 
through that kind of a period. The current “rate in the loss of species 
diversity,” specialists argue, “is similar in intensity to the event around 
65 million years ago which wiped out the dinosaurs.”31 Our footprint 
was not always that large. Humans began to acquire this agency only 
since the Industrial Revolution, but the process really picked up in the 
second half of the twentieth century. In that sense, we can say that it is 
only very recently that the distinction between human and natural his-
tories—much of which had been preserved even in environmental his-
tories that saw the two entities in interaction—has begun to collapse. 
For it is no longer a question simply of man having an interactive rela-
tion with nature. This humans have always had, or at least that is how 
man has been imagined in a large part of what is generally called the 
Western tradition.32 Now it is being claimed that humans are a force of 
nature in the geological sense. A fundamental assumption of Western 
(and now universal) political thought has come undone in this crisis.33

Thesis 2: The Idea of the Anthropocene, the New Geological  
Epoch When Humans Exist as a Geological Force, Severely Qualifies 

Humanist Histories of Modernity/Globalization

How to combine human cultural and historical diversity with human 
freedom has formed one of the key underlying questions of human his-
tories written of the period from 1750 to the years of present-day glob-
alization. Diversity, as Gadamer pointed out with reference to Leopold 
von Ranke, was itself a figure of freedom in the historian’s imagination 
of the historical process.34 Freedom has, of course, meant different things 
at different times, ranging from ideas of human and citizens’ rights to 
those of decolonization and self-rule. Freedom, one could say, is a blanket 
category for diverse imaginations of human autonomy and sovereignty. 
Looking from the works of Kant, Hegel, or Marx; nineteenth-century 
ideas of progress and class struggle; the struggle against slavery; the 
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Russian and Chinese revolutions; the resistance to Nazism and Fascism; 
the decolonization movements of the 1950s and 1960s and the revolu-
tions in Cuba and Vietnam; the evolution and explosion of the rights 
discourse; the fight for civil rights for African Americans, Indigenous 
peoples, Indian Dalits, and other minorities; and the kind of arguments 
that, say, Amartya Sen put forward in his book Development as Freedom, 
one could say that freedom has been the most important motif of writ-
ten accounts of human history of these two hundred and fifty years. 
Of course, as I have already noted, freedom has not always carried the 
same meaning for everyone. Francis Fukuyama’s understanding of free-
dom would be significantly different from that of Sen. But this semantic 
capaciousness of the word only speaks to its rhetorical power.

In no discussion of freedom in the period since the Enlightenment was 
there ever any awareness of the geological agency that human beings 
were acquiring at the same time as—and through processes closely 
linked to—their acquisition of freedom. Philosophers of freedom were 
mainly, and understandably, concerned with how humans would escape 
the injustice, oppression, inequality, or even uniformity foisted on them 
by other humans or human-made systems. Geological time and the chro-
nology of human histories remained unrelated. This distance between 
the two calendars, as we have seen, is what climate scientists now claim 
has collapsed. The period I have mentioned, from 1750 to now, is also 
the time when human beings switched from wood and other renewable 
fuels to large-scale use of fossil fuel—first coal and then oil and gas. The 
mansion of modern freedoms stands on an ever-expanding foundation 
of fossil-fuel use. Most of our freedoms so far have been energy inten-
sive. The period of human history usually associated with what we today 
think of as the institutions of civilization—the beginnings of agriculture, 
the founding of cities, the rise of the religions we know, the invention of 
writing—began about twelve thousand years ago as the planet moved 
from one geological period, the last ice age or the Pleistocene, to the 
more recent and warmer Holocene. The Holocene is the period we are 
supposed to be in, but the possibility of anthropogenic climate change 
has raised the question of its termination. Now that humans—thanks to 
our numbers, technology, the burning of fossil fuel, and other related 
activities—have become a geological agent on the planet, some scien-
tists have proposed that we recognize the beginning of a new geological 
era, one in which humans act as a main determinant of the environment 
of the planet. The name they have coined for this new geological age is 
Anthropocene. The proposal was first made by the Nobel Prize–winning 
chemist Paul J. Crutzen and his collaborator, a marine science specialist, 
Eugene F. Stoermer. In a short statement published in 2000, they said, 
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“Considering . . . [the] major and still growing impacts of human activi-
ties on earth and atmosphere, and at all, including global, scales, it seems 
to us more than appropriate to emphasize the central role of mankind 
in geology and ecology by proposing to use the term ‘anthropocene’ for 
the current geological epoch.”35 Crutzen elaborated on the proposal in a 
short piece published in Nature in 2002:

For the past three centuries, the effects of humans on the global en-
vironment have escalated. Because of these anthropogenic emissions 
of carbon dioxide, global climate may depart significantly from natu-
ral behaviour for many millennia to come. It seems appropriate to as-
sign the term “Anthropocene” to the present . . . human-dominated, 
geological epoch, supplementing the Holocene—the warm period 
of the past 10–12 millennia. The Anthropocene could be said to have 
started in the latter part of the eighteenth century, when analyses of 
air trapped in polar ice showed the beginning of growing global con-
centrations of carbon dioxide and methane. This date also happens to 
coincide with James Watt’s design of the steam engine in 1784.36

It is, of course, true that Crutzen’s saying so does not make the Anthro-
pocene an officially accepted geologic period. As Mike Davis comments, 
“in geology, as in biology or history, periodization is a complex, contro-
versial art” involving, always, vigorous debates and contestation.37 The 
name Holocene for “the post-glacial geological epoch of the past ten to 
twelve thousand years,”38 for example, gained no immediate acceptance 
when proposed—apparently by Sir Charles Lyell—in 1833. The Inter-
national Geological Congress officially adopted the name at their meet-
ing in Bologna after about fifty years in 1885.39 The same goes for An-
thropocene. Scientists have engaged Crutzen and his colleagues on the 
question of when exactly the Anthropocene may have begun. But the 
February 2008 newsletter of the Geological Society of America, GSA 
Today, opens with a statement signed by the members of the Stratigra-
phy Commission of the Geological Society of London accepting Crut-
zen’s definition and dating of the Anthropocene.40 Adopting a “conser-
vative” approach, they conclude, “Sufficient evidence has emerged of 
stratigraphically significant change (both elapsed and imminent) for 
recognition of the Anthropocene—currently a vivid yet informal meta-
phor of global environmental change—as a new geological epoch to be 
considered for formalization by international discussion.”41 As this book 
itself is evidence, the term has now acquired a vigorously contested life 
in the humanities as well.42

So, has the period from 1750 to now been one of freedom or that of 
the Anthropocene? Is the Anthropocene a critique of the narratives of 
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freedom? Is the geological agency of humans the price we pay for the 
pursuit of freedom? In some ways, yes. As Edward O. Wilson said in 
his The Future of Life, “Humanity has so far played the role of planetary 
killer, concerned only with its own short-term survival. We have cut 
much of the heart out of biodiversity. . . . If Emi, the Sumatran rhino 
could speak, she might tell us that the twenty-first century is thus far no 
exception.”43 But the relation between Enlightenment themes of free-
dom and the collapsing of human and geological chronologies seems 
more complicated and contradictory than a simple binary would allow. 
It is true that human beings have tumbled into being a geological agent 
through their own decisions.44 The Anthropocene, one might say, has 
been an unintended consequence of human choices—“unintended” at 
least for the period when the science of global warming was not gener-
ally known, though this does not absolve corporations such as Exxon for 
developing technologies for extracting “unconventional” oil even after 
becoming aware of the danger of global warming.45 But it is also clear 
that for humans, any thought of the way out of our current predicament 
cannot but refer to the idea of deploying reason in global, collective 
public life. As Wilson put it, “We know more about the problem now. 
. . . We know what to do.”46 Or, to quote Crutzen and Stoermer again,

Mankind will remain a major geological force for many millennia, 
maybe millions of years, to come. To develop a world-wide accepted 
strategy leading to sustainability of ecosystems against human-
induced stresses will be one of the great future tasks of mankind, re-
quiring intensive research efforts and wise application of knowledge 
thus acquired. . . . An exciting, but also difficult and daunting task 
lies ahead of the global research and engineering community to guide 
mankind towards global, sustainable, environmental management.47

Logically, then, in the era of the Anthropocene, we need the Enlighten-
ment (i.e., reason) even more than in the past. There is one consideration 
though that must qualify this optimism about the role of reason and that 
has to do with the most common shape that freedom takes in human 
societies: politics. Politics has never been based on reason alone. And 
politics in the age of the masses and in a world already complicated by 
sharp inequalities between and inside nations is something no one can 
control. “Sheer demographic momentum,” writes Davis, “will increase 
the world’s urban population by 3 billion people over the next 40 years 
(90% of them in poor cities), and no one—absolutely no one [including, 
one might say, scholars on the Left]—has a clue how a planet of slums, 
with growing food and energy crises, will accommodate their biologi-
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cal survival, much less their inevitable aspirations to basic happiness 
and dignity.”48

It is not surprising then that the crisis of climate change should pro-
duce anxieties precisely around futures that we cannot visualize. Scien-
tists’ hope that reason will guide us out of the present predicament is 
reminiscent of the social opposition between the myth of science and 
the actual politics of the sciences that Bruno Latour discusses in his 
Politics of Nature.49 Bereft of any sense of politics, Wilson can only articu-
late his sense of practicality as a philosopher’s hope mixed with anxiety: 
“Perhaps we will act in time.”50 Yet the very science of global warming 
produces of necessity political imperatives. Tim Flannery’s book, for in-
stance, raises the dark prospects of an “Orwellian nightmare” in a chap-
ter titled “2084: The Carbon Dictatorship?”51 Mark Maslin concludes 
his book with some gloomy thoughts: “It is unlikely that global politics 
will solve global warming. Technofixes are dangerous or cause problems 
as bad as the ones they are aimed at fixing. . . . [Global warming] re-
quires nations and regions to plan for the next 50 years, something that 
most societies are unable to do because of the very short-term nature 
of politics.” His recommendation, “we must prepare for the worst and 
adapt,” coupled with Davis’s observations about the coming “planet of 
slums,” places the question of human freedom under the cloud of the 
Anthropocene.52

Thesis 3: The Geological Hypothesis Regarding the  
Anthropocene Requires Us to Put Global Histories of Capital  

in Conversation with the Species History of Humans

Analytic frameworks engaging questions of freedom by way of critiques 
of capitalist globalization have not in any way become obsolete in the 
age of climate change. If anything, as Davis shows, climate change may 
well end up accentuating all the inequities of the capitalist world order 
if the interests of the poor and vulnerable are neglected.53 Capitalist 
globalization exists; so should its critiques. But these critiques do not 
give us an adequate hold on human history once we accept that the cri-
sis of climate change is here with us and may exist as part of this planet 
for much longer than capitalism or long after capitalism has undergone 
many more historic mutations. The problematic of globalization allows 
us to read climate change only as a crisis of capitalist management. 
While there is no denying that climate change has profoundly to do 
with the history of capital, a critique that is only a critique of capital is 
not sufficient for addressing questions relating to human history once 
the crisis of climate change has been acknowledged and the Anthro-
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pocene has begun to loom on the horizon of our present. The geologic 
now of the Anthropocene has become entangled with the now of hu-
man history.

Scholars who study human beings in relation to the crisis of climate 
change and other ecological problems emerging on a world scale make 
a distinction between the recorded history of human beings and their 
deep history. Recorded history refers, very broadly, to the eleven thou-
sand or so years that have passed since the invention of agriculture but 
more usually to the last four thousand years or so for which written rec-
ords exist. Historians of modernity and “early modernity” usually move 
in the archives of the last five hundred years. The history of humans 
that goes beyond these years of written records constitutes what other 
students of human pasts—not professional historians—call prehistory, 
and beyond that, deep history. As Wilson, one of the main proponents 
of this distinction, writes, “Human behavior is seen as the product not 
just of recorded history, ten thousand years recent, but of deep history, 
the combined genetic and cultural changes that created humanity over 
hundreds of [thousands of ] years.”54 It of course goes to the credit of 
Smail that he has attempted to explain to professional historians the 
intellectual appeal of deep history.55

Without such knowledge of the deep history of humanity it would 
be difficult to arrive at a secular understanding of why climate change 
constitutes a crisis for humans. Geologists and climate scientists may 
explain why the current phase of global warming—as distinct from the 
warming of the planet that has happened before—is anthropogenic in 
nature, but the ensuing crisis for humans is not understandable unless 
one works out the consequences of that warming. The consequences 
make sense only if we think of humans as a form of life and look on hu-
man history as part of the history of life on this planet. For ultimately 
what the warming of the planet threatens is not the geological planet 
itself but the very conditions, both biological and geological, on which 
the survival of human species as well as of other forms of life depends. 
The widely acknowledged threat that the present crisis of biodiversity 
may indeed balloon into a sixth great extinction of species in the history 
of the planet constitutes an event horizon for several mainstream narra-
tives of planetary climate change.

The word that scholars such as Wilson or Crutzen use to designate 
life in the human form—and in other living forms—is species. They 
speak of the human being as a species and find that category useful 
in thinking about the nature of the current crisis. It is a word that will 
never occur in any standard history or political-economic analysis of 
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globalization by scholars on the Left, for the analysis of globalization 
refers, for good reasons, only to the recent and recorded history of hu-
mans. Species thinking, on the other hand, is connected to the enter-
prise of deep history. Further, Wilson and Crutzen actually find such 
thinking essential to visualizing human well-being. As Wilson writes, 
“We need this longer view . . . not only to understand our species but 
more firmly to secure its future.”56 The task of placing, historically, the 
crisis of climate change thus requires us to bring together intellectual 
formations that are somewhat in tension with each other: the planetary 
and the global, deep and recorded histories; species thinking and cri-
tiques of capital.

In saying this, I work somewhat against the grain of historians’ think-
ing on globalization and world history. In a landmark essay published 
in 1995 and titled “World History in a Global Age,” Michael Geyer 
and Charles Bright wrote, “At the end of the twentieth century, we en-
counter, not a universalizing and single modernity but an integrated 
world of multiple and multiplying modernities.” “As far as world his-
tory is concerned,” they said, “there is no universalizing spirit. . . . There 
are, instead, many very specific, very material and pragmatic practices 
that await critical reflection and historical study.” Yet thanks to global 
connections forged by trade, empires, and capitalism, “we confront a 
startling new condition: humanity, which has been the subject of world 
history for many centuries and civilizations, has now come into the pur-
view of all human beings. This humanity is extremely polarized into rich 
and poor.”57 This humanity, Geyer and Bright imply in the spirit of the 
philosophies of difference, is not one. It does not, they write, “form a 
single homogenous civilization.” “Neither is this humanity any longer 
a mere species or a natural condition. For the first time,” they say, with 
some existentialist flourish, “we as human beings collectively consti-
tute ourselves and, hence, are responsible for ourselves.”58 Clearly, the 
scientists who advocate the idea of the Anthropocene are saying some-
thing quite the contrary. They argue that because humans constitute a 
particular kind of species they can, in the process of dominating other 
species, acquire the status of a geologic force. Humans, in other words, 
have become a natural condition, at least today. How do we create a 
conversation between these two positions?

It is understandable that the biological-sounding talk of species 
should worry historians. They feel concerned about their finely honed 
sense of contingency, difference, and freedom in human affairs having 
to cede ground to a more deterministic view of the world. Besides, there 
are always, as Smail recognizes, dangerous historical examples of the 
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political use of biology.59 The idea of species, it is feared, in addition, 
may introduce a powerful degree of essentialism in our understanding 
of humans. I will return to the question of contingency later in this sec-
tion, but on the issue of essentialism, Smail helpfully points out why 
species cannot be thought of in essentialist terms:

Species, according to Darwin, are not fixed entities with natural 
essences imbued in them by the Creator. . . . Natural selection does not 
homogenize the individuals of a species [as otherwise natural selec-
tion would not work]. . . . Given this state of affairs, the search for a 
normal . . . nature and body type [of any particular species] is futile. 
And so it goes for the equally futile quest to identify “human nature.” 
Here, as in so many areas, biology and cultural studies are fundamen-
tally congruent.60

It is clear that different academic disciplines position their practition-
ers differently with regard to the question of how to view the human 
being. All disciplines have to create their objects of study. If medicine 
or biology reduces the human to a certain specific understanding of him 
or her, humanist historians often do not realize that the protagonists of 
their stories—persons—are reductions too. Absent personhood, there 
is no human subject of history. That is why Derrida earned the wrath 
of Foucault by pointing out that any desire to enable or allow madness 
itself to speak in a history of madness would be “the maddest aspect” of 
the project.61 An object of critical importance to humanists of all tradi-
tions, personhood is nevertheless no less of a reduction of or an abstrac-
tion from the embodied and whole human being than, say, the human 
skeleton discussed in an anatomy class.

The crisis of climate change calls on academics to rise above their 
disciplinary prejudices, for it is a crisis of many dimensions. In that con-
text, it is interesting to observe the role that the category of species has 
begun to play among scholars, including economists, who have already 
gone further than historians in investigating and explaining the nature 
of this crisis. The economist Jeffrey Sachs’s book Common Wealth, meant 
for the educated but lay public, uses the idea of species as central to 
its argument and devotes a whole chapter to the Anthropocene.62 In 
fact, the scholar from whom Sachs solicited a foreword for his book 
was none other than Edward Wilson. The concept of species plays a 
quasi-Hegelian role in Wilson’s foreword in the same way as the multi-
tude or the masses in Marxist writings. If Marxists of various hues have 
at different times thought that the good of humanity lay in the pros-
pect of the oppressed or the multitude realizing their own global unity 
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through a process of coming into self-consciousness, Wilson pins his 
hope on the unity possible through our collective self-recognition as a 
species: “Humanity has consumed or transformed enough of Earth’s ir-
replaceable resources to be in better shape than ever before. We are 
smart enough and now, one hopes, well informed enough to achieve 
self-understanding as a unified species. . . . We will be wise to look on 
ourselves as a species.”63

Yet doubts linger about the use of the idea of species in the con-
text of climate change, and it would be good to deal with one that can 
easily arise among critics on the Left. One could object, for instance, 
that all the anthropogenic factors contributing to global warming—the 
burning of fossil fuel, the industrialization of animal stock, the clearing 
of tropical and other forests, and so on—are after all part of a larger 
story: the unfolding of capitalism in the West and the imperial or quasi-
imperial domination by the West of the rest of the world. It is from that 
recent history of the West that the elite of China, Japan, India, Russia, 
and Brazil have drawn inspiration in attempting to develop their own 
trajectories toward superpower politics and global domination through 
capitalist economic, technological, and military might. If this is broadly 
true, then does not the talk of species or mankind simply serve to hide 
the reality of capitalist production and the logic of imperial—formal, 
informal, or machinic in a Deleuzian sense—domination that it fosters? 
Why should one include the poor of the world—whose carbon foot-
print is small anyway—by use of such all-inclusive terms as species or 
mankind when the blame for the current crisis should be squarely laid 
at the door of the rich nations in the first place and of the richer classes 
in the poorer ones?

We need to stay with this question a little longer; otherwise the dif-
ference between the present historiography of globalization and the 
historiography demanded by anthropogenic theories of climate change 
will not be clear to us. Though some scientists would want to date the 
Anthropocene from the time agriculture was invented and some from 
even earlier—from hominin control of fire, for instance—my readings 
mostly suggest that our falling into the current phase of the Anthro-
pocene (when we begin to regard ourselves consciously as a geologi-
cal agent) was neither an ancient nor an inevitable happening. Human 
civilization surely did not begin on condition that, one day in his history, 
man would have to shift from wood to coal and from coal to petroleum 
and gas. That there was much historical contingency in the transition 
from wood to coal as the main source of energy has been demonstrated 
powerfully by Kenneth Pomeranz in his pathbreaking book The Great 
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Divergence.64 Coincidences and historical accidents similarly litter the 
stories of the “discovery” of oil, of the oil tycoons, and of the automo-
bile industry as they do any other histories.65 Capitalist societies them-
selves have not remained the same since the beginning of capitalism.66 
Human population, too, has dramatically increased since the Second 
World War. India alone is now more than four times more populous 
than at independence in 1947. Clearly, nobody is in a position to claim 
that there is something inherent to the human species that has pushed 
us finally into the Anthropocene. We have stumbled into it. The way to 
it was no doubt through industrial civilization. (I do not make a distinc-
tion here between the capitalist and socialist societies we have had so 
far, for there was never any principled difference in their use of fossil 
fuel.)

If the industrial way of life was what got us into this crisis, then the 
question is, Why think in terms of species, surely a category that belongs 
to a much longer history? Why could not the narrative of capitalism—
and hence its critique—be sufficient as a framework for interrogating 
the history of climate change and understanding its consequences? It 
seems true that the crisis of climate change has been necessitated by the 
high-energy-consuming models of society that capitalist industrializa-
tion has created and promoted, but the current crisis has brought into 
view certain other conditions for the existence of life in the human form 
that have no intrinsic connection to the logics of capitalist, nationalist, 
or socialist identities. They are connected rather to the history of life on 
this planet, the way different life-forms connect to one another, and the 
way the mass extinction of one species could spell danger for another. 
Without such a history of life, the crisis of climate change has no human 
“meaning.” For, as I have said before, it is not a crisis for the inorganic 
planet in any meaningful sense.

In other words, the industrial way of life has acted much like the rab-
bit hole in Alice’s story; we have slid into a state of things that forces on 
us a recognition of some of the parametric (i.e., boundary) conditions 
for the existence of institutions central to our idea of modernity and 
the meanings we derive from them. Let me explain. Take the case of 
the agricultural revolution, so called, of around 11,700 years ago. It was 
not just an expression of human inventiveness. It was made possible by 
certain changes in the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, a 
certain stability of the climate, and a degree of warming of the planet 
that followed the end of the Ice Age (the Pleistocene era)—things over 
which human beings had no control. “There can be little doubt,” writes 
one of the editors of Humans at the End of the Ice Age, “that the basic phe-
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nomenon—the waning of the Ice Age—was the result of the Milanko-
vitch phenomena: the orbital and tilt relationships between the Earth 
and the Sun.”67 The temperature of the planet stabilized within a zone 
that allowed certain kinds of grass to flourish. Barley and wheat are 
among the oldest of such grasses. Without this lucky “long summer,” 
or what one climate scientist has called an “extraordinary” “fluke” of 
nature in the history of the planet, our industrial-agricultural way of 
life would not have been possible.68 In other words, whatever our socio-
economic and technological choices, whatever the rights we wish to 
celebrate as our freedom, we cannot afford to destabilize conditions 
(such as the temperature zone in which mammalian or plant life sur-
vives) that work like boundary parameters of human existence. These 
parameters are independent of capitalism or socialism. They have been 
stable for much longer than the histories of these institutions and have 
allowed human beings to become the dominant species on earth. Unfor-
tunately, we have now ourselves become a geological agent disturbing 
these parametric conditions needed for our own existence.69

This is not to deny the historical role that the richer and mainly West-
ern nations of the world have played in emitting greenhouse gases. To 
speak of species thinking is not to resist the politics of “common but 
differentiated responsibility” that China, India, and other develop-
ing countries seem keen to pursue when it comes to reducing green-
house gas emissions.70 Whether we blame climate change on those 
who are retrospectively guilty—that is, blame the West for its past 
performance—or those who are prospectively guilty—China has just 
surpassed the United States as the largest emitter of carbon dioxide, 
though not on a per capita basis—is a question that is tied no doubt to 
the histories of capitalism and modernization.71 But scientists’ discovery 
of the fact that human beings have in the process become a geological 
agent points to a shared catastrophe that we have all fallen into. Here is 
how Crutzen and Stoermer describe that catastrophe:

The expansion of mankind . . . has been astounding. . . . During the past 
3 centuries human population increased tenfold to 6000 million, ac-
companied e.g. by a growth in cattle population to 1400 million (about 
one cow per average size family). . . . In a few generations mankind is 
exhausting the fossil fuels that were generated over several hundred 
million years. The release of SO2 . . . to the atmosphere by coal and oil 
burning, is at least two times larger than the sum of all natural emis-
sions . . . ; more than half of all accessible fresh water is used by man-
kind; human activity has increased the species extinction rate by thou-
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sand to ten thousand fold in the tropical rain forests. . . . Furthermore, 
mankind releases many toxic substances in the environment. . . . The 
effects documented include modification of the geochemical cycle in 
large freshwater systems and occur in systems remote from primary 
sources.72

Explaining this catastrophe calls for a conversation between disciplines 
and between recorded and deep histories of human beings in the same 
way that the agricultural revolution of twelve thousand years ago could 
not be explained except through a convergence of three disciplines: ge-
ology, archaeology, and history.73

Scientists such as Wilson or Crutzen may be politically naive in not 
recognizing that reason may not be all that guides us in our effective 
collective choices—in other words, we may collectively end up making 
some unreasonable choices—but I find it interesting and symptomatic 
that they speak the language of the Enlightenment. They are not neces-
sarily anticapitalist scholars, and yet clearly they are not for business-
as-usual capitalism either. They see knowledge and reason providing 
humans not only a way out of this present crisis but a way of keeping us 
out of harm’s way in the future. Wilson, for example, speaks of devising 
a “wiser use of resources” in a manner that sounds distinctly Kantian.74 
But the knowledge in question is the knowledge of humans as a species, 
a species dependent on other species for its own existence, a part of the 
general history of life. Changing the climate—increasingly not only the 
average temperature of the planet but also the acidity and the level of 
the oceans—and destroying the food chain are actions that cannot be in 
the interest of our lives. Biodiversity is important for human flourishing 
irrespective of our political choices. It is therefore impossible to under-
stand global warming as a crisis without engaging the propositions put 
forward by these scientists. At the same time, the story of capital, the 
contingent history of our falling into the Anthropocene, cannot be de-
nied by recourse to the idea of species, for the Anthropocene would not 
have been possible, even as a theory, without the history of industrial-
ization. How do we hold the two together as we think the history of the 
world since the Enlightenment? How do we relate to a universal history 
of life—to universal thought, that is—while retaining what is of obvi-
ous value in our postcolonial suspicion of the universal? The crisis of 
climate change calls for thinking simultaneously on both registers, to 
mix together the immiscible chronologies of capital and species history. 
This combination, however, stretches, in quite fundamental ways, the 
very idea of historical understanding.
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Thesis 4: The Crosshatching of Species History  
and the History of Capital Is a Process of Probing  

the Limits of Historical Understanding

Historical understanding, one could say following the Diltheyan tradi-
tion, entails critical thinking that makes an appeal to some generic ideas 
about human experience. As Gadamer pointed out, Dilthey saw “the 
individual’s private world of experience as the starting point for an ex-
pansion that, in a living transposition, fills out the narrowness and fortu-
itousness of his private experience with the infinity of what is available 
by re-experiencing the historical world.” “Historical consciousness” 
in this tradition is thus “a mode of self-knowledge” garnered through 
critical reflections on one’s own and others’ (historical actors’) experi-
ences.75 Humanist histories of capitalism will always admit of something 
called the experience of capitalism. E. P. Thompson’s brilliant attempt 
to reconstruct working-class experience of capitalist labor, for instance, 
does not make sense without that assumption.76 Humanist histories are 
histories that produce meaning through an appeal to our capacity not 
only to reconstruct but, as Collingwood would have said, to reenact in 
our own minds the experience of the past.

When Wilson then recommends in the interest of our collective 
future that we achieve self-understanding as a species, the statement 
does not correspond to any historical way of understanding and con-
necting pasts with futures through the assumption of there being an 
element of continuity to human experience. (See Gadamer’s point men-
tioned above.) Who is the we? We humans never experience ourselves 
as a species. We can only intellectually comprehend or infer the exis-
tence of the human species but never experience it as such. There could 
be no phenomenology of us as a species. Even if we were to identify 
emotionally with a word like mankind, we would not know what being 
a species is, for in species history, humans are only an instance of the 
concept species as indeed would be any other life-form. But one never 
experiences being a concept. The concept dog, Althusser once famously 
said, drawing on Spinoza, does not bark!77

I may here, in parenthesis, mention a thoughtful objection that was 
raised by Ursula Heise against my statement “one never experiences 
being a concept [species]” after this chapter was published in its first 
version as an essay. “Granted,” she wrote, “humans may not normally 
be able to experience themselves as a species—any more than they are 
able to experience themselves as a nation: unless, that is, communities 
produce institutions, laws, symbols, and forms of rhetoric that estab-
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lish such abstract categories as perceptible and livable frameworks of 
experience.”78 It is no doubt true, as Derrida and others have pointed 
out, that we have an everyday sense of being individual members of 
the “human” species through what we precisely share and do not share 
with other animals around us.79 But when I speak of humans consti-
tuting a certain formation of domination—a complex of humans, their 
technologies, and the animal species that flourish through their associa-
tion with humans—I speak of a certain dominant collectivity that even 
contains the nonliving (i.e., technology) as part of itself.80 This collec-
tivity, cognitively available to me, is still not available to my phenome-
nological experience of the world. Heise is right: abstract categories 
like “nation” and “labor” enter our everyday life precisely because there 
are institutions organized around these categories, such as the United 
Nations or the Secretary of Labor or trade unions. If the earth’s history 
had reached a point where we had a multispecies organization of gov-
ernance—something like, say, a Latourian world parliament or a United 
Organization for Multi-Species Governance—that allowed polar bears, 
for example, to voice their complaints against humans and ask for adju-
dication, the category “dominant species” could indeed be part of what 
Heise calls “lived, existential [and political] relations” and carry a mean-
ing in our everyday experience.81 But that is still a far cry.

The discussion about the crisis of climate change can then—given 
the planetary and experience-distant nature of human agency as a geo-
physical force—produce affect and knowledge about collective human 
pasts and futures that work at the limits of historical understanding. 
We experience specific effects of the crisis but not the whole phenome-
non. This is often the problem of communicating the science of cli-
mate change to local communities on the ground—the specific impacts 
are concrete and experienceable, while the science is too abstract and 
planetary. Do we then say, with Geyer and Bright, that “humanity no 
longer comes into being through ‘thought,’”82 or do we say with Fou-
cault that “the human being no longer has any history”?83 Geyer and 
Bright go on to write in a Foucauldian spirit: “Its [world history’s] task is 
to make transparent the lineaments of power, underpinned by informa-
tion, that compress humanity into a single humankind.”84

This critique that sees humanity as an effect of power is, of course, 
valuable for all the hermeneutics of suspicion that it has taught post-
colonial scholarship. It is an effective critical tool in dealing with na-
tional and global formations of domination. But I do not find it adequate 
in dealing with the crisis of global warming. First, inchoate figures of 
us all and other imaginings of humanity invariably haunt our sense of 
the current crisis. How else would one understand the title of Weis-
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man’s book, The World without Us, or the appeal of his brilliant though 
impossible attempt to depict the experience of New York after “we” 
are gone!85 Second, the wall between human and natural history has 
been breached. We may not experience ourselves as a geological agent, 
but we appear to have become one at the level of our being a species, 
our possession of global technology, and our domination of life on 
the planet. And without that knowledge that defies historical under-
standing (in the phenomenological sense explained above), there is no 
making sense of the current crisis that affects us all. Climate change, re-
fracted through global capital, will no doubt accentuate the logic of in-
equality that runs through the rule of capital; some people will no doubt 
gain temporarily at the expense of others. But the whole crisis cannot 
be reduced to a story of capitalism. Unlike in the crises of capitalism, 
there are no lifeboats here for the rich and the privileged (witness the 
frequent bushfires in Australia or recent fires in the wealthy neighbor-
hoods of California).86 The fires are revisiting both places as I write this 
sentence in December 2019.

The anxiety global warming gives rise to is reminiscent of the days 
when many feared a global nuclear war. But there is a very important 
difference. A nuclear war would have been a conscious decision on the 
part of the powers that be. Climate change has largely been a combi-
nation of intended and unintended consequence of a cascade of hu-
man decisions and actions, and it shows, only through scientific analy-
sis, the long-term planetary effects of our actions as a species. While 
scientific accounts of evolution, mass extinctions, and natural selection 
would not work without categories like species and speciation, the cate-
gory “species” has long been recognized to be haunted by philosophical 
problems of what David N. Stamos called “realism,” “conceptualism,” 
and “nominalism.”87 In my argument, species may indeed be the name 
of a placeholder for an emergent, new universal history of humans that 
flashes up in the moment of the danger that is climate change. But we 
can never understand (in the Diltheyan sense) this universal. It is not a 
Hegelian universal arising dialectically out of the movement of history 
or a universal of capital brought forth by the present crisis. Geyer and 
Bright are right to reject those two varieties of the universal. Yet climate 
change poses for us a question of a human collectivity, an us pointing 
to a figure of the universal that escapes our capacity to experience the 
world. It is more like a universal that arises from a shared sense of a 
catastrophe. It calls for a global approach to politics without the myth 
of a global identity, for, unlike a Hegelian universal, it cannot subsume 
particularities. Borrowing from Adorno, we may provisionally call it a 
“negative universal history.”88
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Addendum: A Note on Species and Negative Universal History

The observations with which I concluded the first version of this chap-
ter elicited an interesting and sharp comment from Ursula Heise. It is 
worth engaging with her criticisms because the discussion will, I hope, 
illuminate the larger argument I am trying to make in this book. Heise 
wrote,

Chakrabarty’s rejection of species as a concept that might ground col-
lective identity resonates with Dale Jamieson’s rejection of species as a 
relevant category in the interaction with nonhumans, which I quoted 
and criticized. . . . Chakrabarty’s skepticism toward species thinking 
leaves his argument, which is essentially a call for what in other theo-
retical discourses would be referred to as a kind of cosmopolitanism, 
with no positive content. What he imagines at the end is a “nega-
tive universalism” that cannot take on a concrete content that would 
always be less than universal, in that it would be bound to postulate 
some characteristics of a particular community as the paradigm by 
which other communities should be measured.89

Heise is right to observe that the “negative universal” I try to invoke has 
no “concrete” positive content. It is empty in that it is an emergent con-
cept with no particular, concrete content yet. But then here is a prob-
lem. When we think of the climate crisis as a problem to be solved in 
historical time, we think of solutions that, theoretically, affect if not em-
brace humans and nonhumans in that all imagined solutions assume 
some stable and sustainable relationships between humans and non-
humans (including the nonliving, such as the earth). This is an ambi-
tion toward what Heise rightly recognizes as a new form of cosmopoli
tanism.

One can observe this legitimate ambition in other commentators on 
the current crisis as well. Jason Moore, for instance, begins his Capitalism 
in the Web of Life with almost a mystical quest for “the politics of libera-
tion for all life.”90 But the ambition of Moore’s imagination is clear. It is 
reaching out toward an “all” that is more than human. Similarly, in their 
book The Ecological Rift, Marxist ecologists John Bellamy Foster, Brett 
Clark, and Richard York describe their vision of a sustainable devel-
opment that requires replacing “the capitalist system” with an equally 
mystical “new human whole” that would help maintain “the conditions 
of life for the millions of other species on Earth.”91

How do we imagine the totality of this “we” that is larger than hu-
man? The reason why someone like Adorno had to think about “nega-
tive universal history” in considering issues of history and freedom was 
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that he knew that positing any positive content for “all” of humanity 
would in fact lead to one particular section of humanity oppressing an-
other particular section in the name of the universal or the whole. In 
such a situation, Adorno argued, both that which claims to stand for a 
totality and that which claims to represent difference—the nonidenti-
cal that may take the “form of what are more or less natural categories” 
while being “merely relics from older historical epochs”—“go rancid 
and become poisonous.” “They go rancid,” wrote Adorno, “much as the 
universal principle does when confronted with them.” Adorno’s example 
was the civil war in (formerly) Belgian Congo (Zaire from 1971) in the 
mid-1960s in which Belgian troops were involved. Adorno thought that 
one could test his thesis “against the recent events in Africa—if indeed 
we can pluck up the courage to do so, something that is not altogether 
easy.”

It is really the case that, under the rule of totality, even the particular 
that opposes it nevertheless collaborates in weaving the web of disas-
ter. It does so not just by lapsing into particularity, but by degenerat-
ing into something poisonous and bad. That is to say, these natives who 
are running wild in Africa for the last time are not one whit better . . . 
than the barbaric paratroopers who are struggling to make them see 
reason, i.e., to accept the benefits of a progressive civilization. . . . This 
great historical trend sucks the marrow out of everything oppositional 
and recalcitrant.92

A “negative universal history” is therefore one that allows the particular 
to express its resistance to its imbrication in the totality without deny-
ing being so imbricated.

Harriet Johnson concludes her study of Adorno’s idea of “negative 
universal history” by saying, “The Anthropocene challenges us to deci-
pher a new universal history because we encounter a set of planetary 
forces and temporal scales that could not be a direct object of experi-
ence in our lives yet will be a determining factor for them. Adorno is im-
portant because he looked for ways to tell such stories without, in turn, 
naturalizing the extant power relations of social history.”93 Imagine 
taking this proposition beyond the province of human history in which 
it originates in Johnson’s essay. A “negative universal history” in the age 
of the Anthropocene cannot simply be about humans alone. At the same 
time, it cannot be about a totality, for then it would simply reproduce 
all the problems that led Adorno to formulate his propositions around 
the figure of the negative. Just as in human history, here too, that which 
is nonidentical to totality has to be able to express itself through resist-
ing its complete incorporation into the totality even as it is so incorpo-
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rated—thus the project of “provincializing Europe.” Similarly, in the 
case of the “negative universal history” of the Anthropocene, the non-
human should be able to make itself heard without having to be anthro-
pomorphized or without having to speak the language of humans.94

* * *
We are not yet at a point in global history where such a prospect seems 
practical, though one may go to the histories of Indigenous peoples to 
learn some exemplary lessons on some of the principles involved here.95 
The “negative universal history” of the Anthropocene—the history that 
gestures to a “we” that may indeed be more than human—can only 
be an ethical advisory at this point. Its empirical content for now re-
mains necessarily empty. For an “ought” position does not dictate the 
actual working out of history, though it can give us a supervening per-
spective—something like Karl Jasper’s “epochal consciousness”—on 
our contemporary debates without prejudging or preempting them.96 
It may someday be possible to fill out the “we” of a negative universal 
history of the Anthropocene with concrete identities of humans and 
nonhumans. Or it may not.
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Conjoined
Histories

As I argued in the last chapter, Anthropogenic global warming brings 
into view the collision—or the running up against one another—of 
three histories that from the point of view of human history are nor-
mally assumed to be working at such different and distinct paces that 
they are treated as processes separate from one another for all practical 
purposes: the history of the Earth system, the history of life including 
that of human evolution on the planet, and the more recent history of 
industrial civilization (for many, capitalism). Humans now unintention-
ally straddle these three histories, which operate on different scales and 
at different speeds.

The everyday language with which we speak of the climate crisis is 
shot through with this problem of human and unhuman scales of time. 
Take the most ubiquitous distinction we make in our everyday prose 
between nonrenewable sources of energy and the “renewables.” We 
consider fossil fuels nonrenewable on our terms, but as Bryan Lovell— 
a geologist who worked as an advisor for British Petroleum and an ex-
president of the Geological Society of London—points out, fossil fuels 
are renewable if only we think of them on a scale that is (in his terms) 
inhuman: “Two hundred million years from now, a form of life requir-
ing abundant oil for some purpose should find that plenty has formed 
since our own times.”1 Indeed, one way to think about the current crisis 
of anthropogenic climate change is to think of it as a problem of mis-
matched temporalities. Human institutions and practices are geared to 
a human sense of time and history. But we now have to use these insti-
tutions to address processes that unfold over much larger scales of time.

Paleoclimatologists, for instance, tell a very long history when it 
comes to explaining the significance of anthropogenic global warming. 
There is, first of all, the question of evidence. Ice-core samples of an-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/8/2021 10:32 AM via UNIV OF CHICAGO. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



50 	 C h a p t e r  T w o

cient air—more than 800,000 years old—have been critical in estab-
lishing the anthropogenic nature of the current warming.2 There are, 
besides, paleoclimatic records of the past in fossils and other geological 
materials. In his lucid book on the oil industry’s response to the climate 
crisis—not always or uniformly negative though there is the Exxon ex-
ample to the contrary—Lovell writes that the people within the indus-
try who supplied it with compelling evidence of the serious challenge 
that greenhouse gas emissions posed to the future of humanity were 
geologists who could read deep climate histories buried in sedimentary 
rocks to see the effects of “a dramatic warming event that took place 
55 million years ago.” This event has often been cited to illustrate the 
effects that warming of the surface temperature of the earth can have 
on the history of life. It is known as the late Paleocene-Eocene Thermal 
Maximum (PETM).

Comparison of the volume of carbon released to the atmosphere [then] 
. . . and the volume we are now releasing ourselves strongly suggests 
that we are indeed facing a major global challenge. We are in danger 
of repeating that 55 million-year-old global warming event, which dis-
rupted Earth over 100,000 years. That event took place long before 
Homo sapiens was around to light so much as a campfire.3

How far the arc of the geological history explaining the present climate 
crisis projects into the future may be quickly seen from the very sub-
title of David Archer’s The Long Thaw: How Humans Are Changing the Next 
100,000 Years of Earth’s Climate. “Mankind is becoming a force in climate 
comparable to the orbital variations that drive glacial cycles,” writes 
Archer.4 “The long lifetime of fossil fuel CO2 ,” he continues, “creates a 
sense of fleeting folly about the use of fossil fuels as an energy source. 
Our fossil fuel deposits, 100 million years old, could be gone in a few 
centuries, leaving climate impacts that will last for hundreds of millen-
nia. The lifetime of fossil fuel CO2 in the atmosphere is a few centuries, 
plus 25% that lasts essentially forever.”5 The carbon cycle of the earth—
as Archer explains and as Curt Stager repeats—will eventually clean 
up the excess CO2 we put out in the atmosphere, but it works on an un-
humanly long timescale.6

The climate crisis thus produces problems that we ponder on very 
different and often incompatible scales of time. Policy specialists 
think in terms of years, decades, at most centuries, while politicians 
in democracies think in terms of their electoral cycles. Understand-
ing what anthropogenic climate change is and how long its effects may 
last calls for thinking on very large and small scales at once, including 
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scales that defy the usual measures of time that inform human affairs. 
This is another reason that makes it difficult to develop a comprehen-
sive politics of climate change. Archer goes to the heart of the prob-
lem here when he acknowledges that the million-year timescale of the 
planet’s carbon cycle is “irrelevant for political considerations of cli-
mate change on human time scales.” Yet, he insists, it remains relevant 
to any understanding of anthropogenic climate change because “ulti-
mately the global warming climate event will last for as long as it takes 
these slow processes to act.”7

Significant gaps thus open up in the existing literature on the climate 
problem between cognition and action, between what we scientifically 
know about it—the vastness of its unhuman scale, for instance—and 
how we think about it when we treat it as a problem to be handled by 
the human means and institutions at our disposal. The latter have been 
developed for addressing problems we face on familiar scales of time. 
I call these gaps or openings in the landscape of our thoughts rifts be-
cause they are like fault lines on a seemingly continuous surface; we 
have to keep crossing or straddling them as we think or speak of cli-
mate change. They inject a certain degree of contradictoriness in our 
thinking, for we are being asked to think about different scales at once.

I want to discuss here three such rifts: the various regimes of proba-
bility that govern our everyday lives in modern economies and which 
now have to be supplemented by our knowledge of the radical uncer-
tainty of the climate; the story of our necessarily divided human lives 
having to be supplemented by the story of our collective life as a species, 
a dominant species, on the planet; and the necessity of making room 
within our inevitably anthropocentric thinking for forms of disposition 
toward the planet that do not put humans first. We have not yet over-
come these dilemmas to settle decidedly on any one side of them. They 
remain as rifts.

In what follows, I elaborate on these rifts with a view to demon-
strating that the analytics of capital (or of the market), while necessary 
in the spheres of policy and politics irrespective of where one stands 
on the question of capitalism, are insufficient instruments in helping us 
come to grips with the historical significance of anthropogenic climate 
change. I will go on to conclude by proposing that the climate crisis 
makes visible an emergent but critical distinction between categories of 
the globe and the planet that will need to be explored further in order 
to develop a perspective on the human meaning(s) of global warming 
and the Anthropocene. Chapter 3 is devoted to the task of developing 
this distinction.
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Probability and Radical Uncertainty

Modern life is ruled by regimes of probabilistic thinking. From evalu-
ating lives for actuarial ends to the working of money and stock mar-
kets, we manage our societies by calculating risks and assigning proba-
bility values to them.8 “Economics,” writes Charles S. Pearson, “often 
makes a distinction between risk, where probabilities of outcomes are 
known, and uncertainty, where probabilities are not known and per-
haps unknowable.”9 This is surely one reason why economics as a disci-
pline has emerged as the major art (or “science,” as some would like to 
think of it) of social management today.10 There is, therefore, an under-
standable tendency in both climate-justice and climate-policy litera-
ture—the latter dominated by economists or legal scholars who think 
like economists—to focus not so much on what paleoclimatologists or 
geophysicists who study planetary climate historically have to say about 
climate change but rather on what we might call the physics of global 
warming that often presents a predictable, isolated set of relationships 
of probability and proportion: if the share of greenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere goes up by x, then the probability of the earth’s average sur-
face temperature going up by so much is y.11

Such a way of thinking assumes a kind of stability or predictability—
however probabilistic it may be—on the part of a warming atmosphere 
that paleoclimatologists, focused more on the greater danger of tip-
ping points, often do not assume. This is neither because policy think-
ers are not concerned about the dangers of climate change nor because 
they are ignorant of the profoundly nonlinear nature of the relation-
ship between greenhouse gases and the rise in the planet’s average sur-
face temperature. But their methods are such that they appear to hold 
or bracket climate change as a broadly known variable (converting its 
uncertainties into risks that have been acknowledged and evaluated) 
while working out practical options humans can create while striving 
together or even wrangling among themselves. The world climate sys-
tem, in other words, has no significant capacity to be a wild card in their 
calculations insofar as they can make policy prescriptions; it is there in 
a relatively predictable form to be managed by human ingenuity and 
political mobilization.12

The rhetoric of the climate scientists in what they write to persuade 
the public, on the other hand, is often remarkably vitalist. In explain-
ing the danger of anthropogenic climate change, they often resort to a 
language that portrays the climate system as a living organism. There 
is not only the famous case of James Lovelock comparing life on the 
planet to a single living organism that he christened Gaia—a point that 
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even the “sober” Archer accommodates in his primer on the global car-
bon cycle as a fair but “philosophical definition.”13 Archer himself de-
scribes the “carbon cycle of the Earth” as “alive.”14 The image of cli-
mate as a temperamental animal also inhabits the language of Wallace 
(Wally) Broecker, who, with the help of Robert Kunzig, thus describes 
his studies, emphasizing the importance of history as a method in the 
study of climate:

Every now and then, . . . nature has decided to give a good swift kick 
to the climate beast. And the beast has responded, as beasts will—
violently and a little unpredictably. Computer models . . . [are] cer-
tainly a valid approach. But studying how the beast has responded 
in the past under stress is another way to prepare ourselves for what 
might happen as we take a whack at it ourselves. That’s the idea that 
has obsessed Broecker for the past twenty-five years, and with each 
passing year it has come to seem more urgent.15

Or notice how Hansen uses the vitalist image of “lethargy” in explain-
ing climate change:

The speed of glacial-interglacial change is dictated by 20,000-, 
40,000-, and 100,000-year time scales for changes of Earth’s orbit—
but this does not mean that the climate system is inherently that lethar-
gic. On the contrary. Human-made climate forcing, by paleoclimate 
standards, is large and changes in decades, not tens of thousands of 
years.16

The vitalism of this prose does not arise because climate scientists are 
less “scientific” than economists and policy makers. It issues from cli-
mate scientists’ anxiousness to communicate and underscore two points 
about Earth’s climate: that its many uncertainties cannot ever be com-
pletely tamed by existing human knowledge, and that its exact tipping 
points are inherently unknowable. As Archer puts it,

The IPCC forecast for climate change in the coming century is for a 
generally smooth increase in temperature. . . . However, actual climate 
changes in the past have tended to be abrupt. . . . Climate models . . . 
are for the most part unable to simulate the flip flops in the past cli-
mate record very well.17

It is in fact this sense of a temperamental “climate beast” that is missing 
from both the literature inspired by economics and by political commit-
ments on the Left. John Broome, a lead author of the Working Group 
III of the IPCC 2007 report and himself an economist turned philoso-
pher, looks forward to a future where climate models continue to “nar-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/8/2021 10:32 AM via UNIV OF CHICAGO. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



54 	 C h a p t e r  T w o

row” the probabilities that “should be assigned to various possibilities.” 
For economic reasoning to have a better grasp of the world, “detailed 
information about probabilities” is needed, and, adds Broome, “we are 
waiting for it to be supplied by scientists.”18 But this may misunderstand 
the nature of the planet’s climate and of the models humans make of it. 
Climate uncertainties may not always be like measurable risks. “Do we 
really need to know more than we know now about how much the Earth 
will warm? Can we know more?” asks Paul Edwards rhetorically. “It is 
now virtually certain that CO2 concentrations will reach 550 ppm (the 
doubling point) sometime in the middle of this century,” and the planet 
“will almost certainly overshoot CO2 doubling.” Climate scientists, he 
reports, are engaged in the speculation “that we will probably never get a 
more exact estimate than we already have.”19

The reasoning behind Edwards’s statement is relevant to my argu-
ment. “If engineers are sociologists,” writes Edwards, “then climate 
scientists are historians.” Like historians, “every generation of climate 
scientists revisit the same data, the same events—digging through the 
archives to ferret out new evidence, correct some previous interpre-
tation,” and so on. And “just as with human history, we will never get 
a single, unshakable narrative of the global climate’s past. Instead we 
get versions of the atmosphere, . . . convergent yet never identical.”20 
Moreover, “all of today’s analyses are based on the climate we have ex-
perienced in historical time.” “Once the world has warmed by 4°C,” 
he quotes scientists Myles Allen and David Frame, “conditions will be 
so different from anything we can observe today (and still more dif-
ferent from the last ice age) that it is inherently hard to say when the 
warming will stop.” Their point, Edwards explains, is this: not only do 
we not know whether “there is some ‘safe’ level of greenhouse gases 
that would ‘stabilize’ the climate” for humans; thanks to anthropogenic 
global warming, we may “never” be in a position to find out whether 
such a point of stabilization can exist in human timescales.21

The first rift that I speak of thus organizes itself around the ques-
tion of the tipping point of the climate, a point beyond which global 
warming could be catastrophic for humans. That such a possibility 
exists is not in doubt. Paleoclimatologists know that the planet has 
undergone such warming in the geological past (as in the case of the 
PETM event). But we cannot predict how quickly such a point could 
arrive. It remains an uncertainty that is not amenable to the usual cost-
benefit analyses that are a necessary part of risk-management strate-
gies. As Pearson explains, “BC [benefit-cost analysis] is not well suited 
for making catastrophe policy,” and he acknowledges that the “special 
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features that distinguish uncertainty in global warming are the pres-
ence of nonlinearities, thresholds and potential tipping points, irreversi-
bility, and the long time horizon” that make “projections of technology, 
economic structure, preferences and a host of other variables 100 years 
from now increasingly questionable.”22 “The implication of uncertainty, 
thresholds, tipping points,” he writes, “is that we should take a precau-
tionary approach,” that is, “avoid taking steps today that lead to irre-
versible changes.”23 But “the precautionary principle,” as Cass Sunstein 
explains, also involves cost-benefit analysis and some estimation of 
probability: “Certainly we should acknowledge that a small probability 
(say, 1 in 100,000) of serious harm (say, 100,000 deaths) deserves ex-
tremely serious attention.”24 But we simply don’t know the probability 
of the tipping point being reached over the next several decades or by 
2100, for the tipping point would be a function of the rise in global tem-
perature and multiple, unpredictable amplifying feedback loops work-
ing together. Under the circumstances, the one principle that James 
Hansen recommends to policy thinkers concerns the use of coal as a 
fuel. He writes, “If we want to solve the climate problem, we must phase 
out coal emissions. Period.”25 Not quite a “precautionary principle” but 
what in the literature on risks would be known as “the maximin prin-
ciple”: “choose the policy with the best worst-case outcome,”26 But this 
would seem unacceptable to governments and businesses around the 
world; without coal, on which China and India are still dependent to 
a large degree (68–70 percent of their energy supply), how would the 
majority of the world’s poor be lifted out of poverty in the next few de-
cades and thus be equipped to adapt to the impact of climate change? 
Or would the world, scrambling to avoid the tipping point of the cli-
mate, make the global economy itself tip over and cause untold human 
misery? Thus, the question arises, Would avoiding “the harm” itself do 
more harm, especially as we do not know the probability of reaching the 
tipping point in the coming few decades? This is the dilemma that goes 
with the application here of the precautionary or the maximin principle, 
as both Sunstein and Pearson explain.27 It is not surprising that Stephen 
Gardiner’s chapter on cost-benefit analyses in the context of climate 
change is titled “Cost-Benefit Paralysis.”28

At the heart of this rift is the question of scale. On the much more ex-
tended canvas on which they place the history of the planet, paleoclima-
tologists see climatic tipping points and the accompanying possibility 
of widespread species extinction—as happened during the PETM—as 
perfectly repeatable phenomena irrespective of whether or not we can 
model for them. Our strategies of risk management, however, arise from 
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more human calculations of costs and their probabilities over plausible 
human timescales. The climate crisis requires us to move back and forth 
between thinking on these different scales all at once.

Our Divided Lives as Humans and Our  
Collective Life as a Dominant Species

Human-induced climate change gives rise to large and diverse issues of 
justice: justice between generations, between small island nations and 
the polluting countries (both past and prospective), and between de-
veloped, industrialized nations (historically responsible for most emis-
sions) and the newly industrializing ones. Peter Newell and Matthew 
Paterson express a sense of discomfiture about the use of the word hu-
man in the expression “human-induced climate change.” “Behind the 
cosy language used to describe climate change as a common threat to 
all humankind,” they write, “it is clear that some people and countries 
contribute to it disproportionately, while others bear the brunt of its 
effects. What makes it a particularly tricky issue to address,” they go on 
to say, “is that it is the people that will suffer most that currently con-
tribute least to the problem, i.e. the poor in the developing world. De-
spite often being talked about as a scientific question, climate change 
is first and foremost a deeply political and moral issue.”29 In her endorse-
ment of their book, the Indian environmentalist Sunita Narain remarks 
that “Climate Change we know is intrinsically linked to the model of 
economic growth in the world.”30 The climate crisis—write John Bel-
lamy Foster, Brett Clark, and Richard York in their important book The 
Ecological Rift—is “at bottom, the product of a social rift: the domination 
of human being by human being. The driving force is a society based on 
class, inequality, and acquisition without end.”31

A very similar position was put forward in 2009 when the Depart-
ment of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations published 
a report carrying the title Promoting Development and Saving the Planet.32 
In signing the report, Sha Zukang, UN undersecretary general for eco-
nomic and social affairs, wrote, “The climate crisis is the result of the very 
uneven pattern of economic development that evolved over the past two 
centuries, which allowed today’s rich countries to attain their current 
levels of income, in part through not having to account for the environ-
mental damage now threatening the lives and livelihoods of others.”33 
Characterizing climate change as a “development challenge,” Sha went 
on to remark how a certain deficit of trust marks the attitude of the 
non-Western countries towards the West.34 The report expanded on 
his point: “How developing countries can achieve catch-up growth and 
economic convergence in a carbon-constrained world and what the ad-
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vanced countries must do to relieve their concerns have become leading 
questions for policy makers at the national and international levels.”35 
The original formulation of this position, to the best of my knowledge, 
goes back to 1991 when two well-known and respected Indian environ-
mental activists, the late Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, authored a 
booklet titled Global Warming in an Unequal World: A Case of Environmental 
Colonialism, published by their organization, the Centre for Science and 
Environment, in Delhi.36 This booklet did much to generate the idea of 
common but differentiated responsibilities and the tendency to argue from 
figures of per capita emissions of greenhouse gases that became popu-
lar as part of the Kyoto Protocol.37

There are good reasons why questions of justice arise. Only a few 
nations (some twelve or fourteen, including China and India in the last 
decade or so) and a fragment of humanity (about one-fifth) are histori-
cally responsible for most of the emissions of greenhouse gases so far. 
This is true. But we would not be able to differentiate between humans 
as actors and the planet itself as an actor in this crisis if we did not real-
ize that, leaving aside the question of intergenerational ethics that con-
cerns the future, anthropogenic climate change is not inherently—that 
is, logically—a problem of past or accumulated intrahuman injustice.

My point here depends on the validity of a distinction often made 
between a necessary and logical relationship between two entities and 
a contingent and historical relationship between the same. Making this 
distinction allows me to make room within my framework for planetary 
processes that work regardless of how human societies are internally 
structured. The surface temperature of the planet depends on the ex-
tent of greenhouse gases emitted into the atmosphere. The atmosphere 
does not care whether the gases come from a massive volcanic erup-
tion or internally unjust human societies. To say this is not to deny the 
historical role played by what we think of as global capitalism. Histori-
cally speaking, it is, of course, true that the richer nations are respon-
sible for most of the emissions of greenhouse gases as they pursued 
models of development that produced an unequal world. But imagine 
the counterfactual reality of a more evenly prosperous and just world 
made up of the same number of people as today and based on exploita-
tion of cheap energy sourced from fossil fuel. Such a world would un-
doubtedly be more egalitarian and just—at least in terms of distribu-
tion of income and wealth—but the climate crisis could be worse! Our 
collective carbon footprint could even be larger than it is today—for 
the world’s poor do not consume much and contribute little to the pro-
duction of greenhouse gases. The climate crisis could have been on us 
much sooner and in a much more drastic way. It is, ironically, thanks to 
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the poor—that is, to the fact that development is uneven and unfair—
that we do not put even larger quantities of greenhouse gases into the 
atmosphere than we actually do. Thus, logically speaking, the warming 
crisis is really a matter of the quantity of greenhouses gases we put out 
and into the atmosphere. Those who connect climate change causally 
to historical origins/formations of economic inequalities in the modern 
world raise valid questions about historical inequalities, but seeing that 
as the only cause not only reduces the problem of climate change to that 
of capitalism (folded into the histories of modern European expansion 
and empires), it also blinds us to the action—or agency, if you will—of 
Earth system processes and their unhuman temporalities. In the end, 
we lose sight of the nature of our present that is defined by the coming 
together of the relatively short-term processes of human history and 
other much longer-term processes that belong to Earth systems history 
and the history of life on the planet.

Agarwal and Narain’s insistence, however, that the natural carbon 
sinks—such as the oceans—are part of the global commons and hence 
best distributed among nations by applying the principle of equal access 
on a per capita basis if the world were to aspire “to such lofty ideals like 
global justice, equity and sustainability” raises by implication a very im-
portant issue: the simultaneously acknowledged and disavowed prob-
lem of population.38 Population is often the elephant in the room in dis-
cussions of climate change. Population is a complex question and does 
not have to raise the bogey of Malthusianism with which it has often 
been associated in the past, an association that makes any discussion 
of it difficult to undertake.39 There is no blanket “population problem.” 
The population question is complex because the question of “overpopu-
lation” is also not simple. One could plausibly argue, for instance, that 
the developed countries are “overpopulated” if one looked simply at fig-
ures of consumption, while wild animals losing their habitat to an ever-
expanding poor and rapidly urbanizing population may be a problem 
characteristic of a place like India. The presently large number of hu-
mans on the planet—while due surely in part to modern medicine, pub-
lic health measures, personal hygiene, eradication of epidemics, the use 
of artificial fertilizers, and so on—cannot be attributed in any straight-
forward way to a logic of a predatory and capitalist West, for neither 
China nor India pursued unbridled capitalism in the decades when their 
populations exploded. If India had been more successful with popu-
lation control or with economic development, her per capita emission 
figures would have been higher (that the richer classes in India want to 
emulate Western styles and standards of consumption would be obvi-
ous to any observer). Indeed, the Indian minister in charge of the envi-
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ronment and forests, Jairam Ramesh, said as much in an address to the 
Indian parliament in 2009: “per-capita is an accident of history. It so 
happened that we could not control our population.”40

Yet population remains a very important factor in how the climate 
crisis plays out. Chinese and Indian governments continue to build coal-
fired power stations, justifying the move by referring to the number of 
people who urgently need to be pulled out of poverty; coal still remains 
the cheapest option for fulfilling this purpose. The Indian government 
is fond of quoting Gandhi on the present environmental crisis: “Earth 
[prithvi] provides enough to satisfy every man’s need but not enough for 
every man’s greed.”41 Yet “greed” and “need” become indistinguishable 
from each other in arguments in defense of continued use of coal, the 
worst offender among fossil fuels. India and China want coal; Australia 
and other countries want to export it. It is still the cheapest variety of 
fossil fuel. In 2011, “coal represented 30 percent of world energy,” and 
that was “the highest share it [had] had since 1969.”42 Coal use was ex-
pected to increase by 50 percent by 2035, bringing enormous export op-
portunities to companies in South America. “American coal companies,” 
remarked a report in the New York Times, “badly want to export coal 
from the country’s most productive mines in the Powder River Basin 
in Wyoming and Montana” as they saw that in the longer term, thanks 
to China and India, coal’s future seemed “bright—mainly because it is 
cheaper than its competitors.”43 This vast market for coal would not 
have come about without China and India justifying the use of coal by 
referring to the needs of their poor. So it is, as Amitav Ghosh points out 
in his The Great Derangement, the size of the populations of these two na-
tions that gives the climate crisis a distinctly Asian future.44 The physi-
cist P. W. Anderson famously said in 1972 “more is different.”45 Rapid 
population growth in already populous societies, as has happened in the 
world since 1900, changes the relationship between human societies 
and the biosphere. As many have pointed out, the exponential growth 
of human population in the twentieth century has itself had much to do 
with fossil fuels through the use of artificial fertilizers, pesticides, and 
irrigation pumps.46

Population is also a problem in yet another sense. The total size and 
distribution of humanity matters in how the climate crisis unfolds, par-
ticularly with regard to species extinction. There is the widely accepted 
point that humans have been putting pressure on other species for quite 
some time now; I do not need to belabor it. Indeed, the war (in spite 
of traditions of interspecies relatedness) between humans and animals 
such as rhinoceroses, elephants, monkeys, and big cats may be seen 
every day in many Indian cities and villages.47 That we have consumed 
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many varieties of marine life out of existence is also generally accepted. 
Ocean acidification threatens the lives of many species.48

But there is another reason why the history of human evolution and 
the total number of human beings today matter when we get to the 
question of species survival as the planet warms. One way that species 
threatened by global warming will try to survive is by migrating to areas 
more conducive to their existence. This is how they have survived past 
changes in the climatic conditions of the planet. But now there are so 
many of us, and we are so widespread on this planet, that we stand in 
the way. Curt Stager puts it clearly:

Even if we take a relatively moderate emissions path into the future 
and thereby hope to avoid destroying the last polar and alpine refuges, 
warming on the scale [expected] . . . will still nudge many species toward 
higher latitudes and elevations. In the past, species could simply move 
. . . but this time they’ll be trapped within the confines of habitats that 
are mostly immobilized by our presence. . . . As Anthropocene warm-
ing rises toward its as yet unspecified peak, our long-suffering biotic 
neighbors face a situation that they have never encountered before in 
the long, dramatic history of ice ages and interglacials.49

They can’t move because we humans are standing in their way.
The irony of the point runs deeper. The spread of human groups 

throughout the world—the most remote Pacific islands were the last to 
be settled by around 3000 BP 50—and industrial-age population growth 
now make it difficult for human climate refugees to move to safer and 
more inhabitable climes. Other humans will stand in their way. Burton 
Richter puts the point thus:

We [humans] were able to adapt to [climate] change in the past . . . but 
there were tens of thousands of years to each swing compared with 
only hundreds of years for the earth to heat up this time. The slow 
pace of change gave the relatively small population back then time to 
move, and that is just what it did during the many temperature swings 
of the past, including the ice ages. The population now is too big to 
move en masse, so we had better do our best to limit the damage that 
we are causing.51

The history of population thus belongs to two histories at once: the very 
short-term history of the industrial way of life—of modern medicine, 
technology, and fossil fuels (fertilizers, pesticides, irrigation)—that ac-
companied and enabled the growth in our numbers and life expectan-
cies, and the much, much longer-term evolutionary or deep history of 
our species, the history through which we have evolved to be the domi-
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nant species of the planet, spreading all over it and now threatening the 
existence of many other life-forms. The poor participate in that shared 
history of human evolution just as much as the rich do. Add to this Peter 
Haff ’s argument about the technosphere that we discussed in the intro-
duction to this book. Minus the network of connections that the techno-
sphere represents, the total human population on earth, he argues, will 
collapse dramatically. The “technosphere” has become the condition of 
possibility enabling both the rich and the poor to live on this planet and 
act as its dominant species.52

The per capita emission figures, while useful in making a neces-
sary and corrective polemical point in the political economy of climate 
change, hide the larger history of the species of which both the rich and 
the poor partake, albeit differently. Population is clearly a category that 
joins together the short-term history of iniquitous modernizations and 
the much longer-term history of the relationship between us Homo sapi-
ens and other species.

Are Humans Special? The Moral Rift of the Anthropocene

The climate crisis reveals the sudden coming together—the enjamb-
ment, if you will—of the usually separated syntactic orders of recorded 
and deep histories of the human kind, of species history and the history 
of the Earth systems, revealing the deep connections through which 
the planetary processes and the history of biological life interact with 
each other. From this knowledge it does not follow, however, that hu-
mans will stop pursuing, with vigor and vengeance, our all-too-human 
ambitions and squabbles that unite and divide us at the same time. Will 
Steffen, Paul Crutzen, and John McNeill have drawn our attention to 
what they call—after Polyani—the period of “the great acceleration” 
in human history circa 1945 to 2015, when global figures for population, 
real GDPs, foreign direct investment, damming of rivers, water use, fer-
tilizer consumption, urban population, paper consumption, transport 
motor vehicles, telephones, international tourism, and McDonald’s 
restaurants (yes!) all began to increase dramatically in an exponential 
fashion.53 This period, they suggest, could be a strong candidate for an 
answer to the question, When did the Anthropocene begin? The An-
thropocene may well stand for a multitude of environmental problems 
we face today collectively, but it is impossible for me, as a historian of 
human affairs, not to notice that this period of so-called great accel-
eration is also the period of great decolonization in countries that had 
been dominated by European imperial powers and that made a move 
toward modernization (the damming of rivers, for instance) over the 
ensuing decades and, with the globalization of the last twenty years, 
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toward a certain degree of democratization of consumption as well. I 
cannot ignore the fact that “the great acceleration” included the pro-
duction and consumption of consumer durables—such as the refrigera-
tor and the washing machine—in Western households that were touted 
as “emancipatory” for women.54 Nor can I forget the pride with which 
today the most ordinary and poor Indian citizen possesses his or her 
own smart phone or its cheap substitute.55 The lurch into the Anthro-
pocene has also been globally the story of some long-anticipated social 
justice, at least in the sphere of consumption.

This justice among humans, however, comes at a price. The result of 
growing human consumption has been a near-complete human appro-
priation of the biosphere. Jan Zalasiewicz cites some sobering statistics 
from the researches of Vaclav Smil:

Smil has taken our measure from the most objective criterion of all: 
collective weight. Considered simply as body mass . . . we now bulk up 
to about a third of terrestrial vertebrate body mass on Earth. Most of 
the other two-thirds, by the same measure, comprise what we keep to 
eat: cows, pigs, sheep and such. Something under 5% and perhaps as 
little as 3%, is now made of the genuinely wild animals—the cheetahs, 
elephants, antelopes and the like. . . . Earlier in the Quaternary [the 
last two million years], . . . humans were just one of some 350 large . . . 
vertebrate species.

“Given the precipitate drop in the numbers of wild vertebrates, one 
might imagine that vertebrate biomass as a whole has gone down,” 
writes Zalasiewicz. “Well, no,” he continues: “Humans have become 
very good at, firstly, increasing the rate of vegetable growth, by con-
juring nitrogen from the air and phosphorus from the ground, and then 
directing that extra growth towards its brief stopover in our captive 
beasts, and thence, to us. . . . The total vertebrate biomass has increased 
by something approaching an order of magnitude above ‘natural’ levels 
(staggering, isn’t it . . .).”56 Smil concludes his massively researched book 
Harvesting the Biosphere with these cautionary words: “If billions of poor 
people in low-income countries were to claim even half the current per 
capita harvests prevailing in affluent economies, too little of the Earth’s 
primary production would be left in its more or less natural state, and 
very little would remain for mammalian species other than ours.”57

This raises a question that bears striking similarity to the question 
that Europeans often asked themselves when they forcibly or otherwise 
took over other peoples’ lands: by what right or on what grounds do 
we arrogate to ourselves the almost exclusive claims to appropriate for 
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human needs the biosphere of the planet? John Broome confronts this 
question in his book on “ethics in a warming world.” In a section titled 
“What Is Ultimately Good?,” Broome acknowledges that climate change 
raises this question: “in particular the question if nature—species, eco-
systems, wildernesses, landscapes—has value in itself.” That question 
he decides is “too big” for his book and yet still proceeds to offer these 
thoughts on the value of nature: “Nature is undoubtedly valuable be-
cause it is good for people. It provides material goods and services. The 
river brings us our clean water and takes away our dirty water. Wild 
plants provide many of our medicines. . . . Nature also brings emotional 
good to people. But the significant question raised by climate change 
is whether nature has value in itself. . . . This question is too big for this 
book. I shall concentrate on the good of the people.”58

But is “the good of the people” an unquestionable good? Are we spe-
cial? Archer also begins his book The Long Thaw addressing this very 
question. Science, Archer thinks, is humbling for humans, for it does not 
hold up the case for human specialness. It rather tells us we are not “bio-
logically ‘special’”—“we are descended from monkeys, and they from 
even humbler origins.” Geological evidence, he further writes, “tells us 
that the world is much older than we are, and there’s no evidence that 
it was created especially for us. . . . This is all very humbling.”59 But the 
tricky question of the assumed specialness of humans takes us into a 
past much longer than that of capital and into territories that we never 
had to cross in thinking about the inequalities and injustices of the rule 
of capital.

The idea that humans are special has, of course, a long history. We 
should perhaps speak of anthropocentrisms in the plural here. There 
is, for instance, a long line of thinking—from religions that came long 
after humans established the first urban centers of civilization and cre-
ated the idea of a transcendental God through to the modern social 
sciences—that has humans opposed to the natural part of the world. 
These later religions are in strong contrast, it seems, with the much 
more ancient religions of hunting-gathering peoples (I think here of the 
Australian Aboriginals and their stories) that often saw humans as part 
of animal life (as though we were part of Animal Planet and not simply 
watching it from outside the idiot box). Humans were not necessarily 
special in these ancient religions. Recall Émile Durkheim’s position on 
totemism. In determining “the place of man” in the scheme of totem-
istic beliefs, Durkheim was clear that totemism pointed to a doubly 
conceived human or what he called the “double nature” of man: “Two 
beings co-exist within him: a man and an animal.” And again: “we must 
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be careful not to consider totemism a sort of animal worship. . . . Their 
[men and their totems] relations are rather those of two things who are 
on the same level and of equal value.”60

The very idea of a transcendental God puts humans in a special re-
lationship with the Creator and his creation, the world. This point needs 
a separate and longer discussion, but for a completely random and arbi-
trary—arbitrary, for I could have chosen examples from other religious 
traditions, including Hinduism—example of this for now, consider the 
following remarks from Fazlur Rahman. By way of explaining the term 
qadar—meaning both “power and measuring out”—that the Qur’an 
uses in close association with another word, amr, meaning “command,” 
to express the nature of God, Rahman remarks thus on God’s relation-
ship to man as mediated through nature:

The all-powerful, purposeful, and merciful God . . . “measures out” 
everything, bestowing upon everything the right range of its poten-
tialities, its laws of behavior, in sum, its character. This measuring on 
the one hand ensures the orderliness of nature and on the other ex-
presses the most fundamental, unbridgeable difference between the 
nature of God and the nature of man: the Creator’s measuring implies 
an infinitude wherein no measured creature . . . may literally share.

This is why “nature does not and cannot disobey God’s commands 
[amr] and cannot violate natural laws.”61 While this enjoins very clearly 
that man must not play God, it does not mean, as Rahman clarifies, 
that “man cannot discover those laws and apply them for the good of 
man.”62 God is kind because he has stocked the world with provisions 
for us!63 Environmentalists, similarly, have long cited a verse in Genesis 
in which “the Lord says ‘[Let men] have dominion . . . over all the earth, 
and over every creeping thing that creeps on earth.’ He enjoins man to 
‘be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it.’”64

The literature on climate change thus reconfigures an older debate 
on anthropocentrism and so-called nonanthropocentrism that has long 
exercised philosophers and scholars interested in environmental ethics: 
do we value the nonhuman for its own sake or because it is good for 
us?65 Nonanthropocentrism, however, may indeed be a chimera, for as 
Feng Han points out in a different context, “human values will always 
be from a human (or anthropocentric) point of view.”66 While ecologi-
cally minded philosophers in the 1980s made a distinction between 
“weak” and “strong” versions of anthropocentrism, they supported the 
weaker versions. Strong anthropocentrism had to do with unreflexive 
and instinctive use or exploitation of nature for purely human prefer-
ences; weak anthropocentrism was seen as a position arrived at through 
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rational reflection on why the nonhuman was important for human 
flourishing.67

Lovelock’s work on climate change, however, produces a radically 
different position, on the other side of the rift as it were. He packs it 
into a pithy proposition that works almost as the motto of his book The 
Vanishing Face of Gaia: “to consider the health of the Earth without the 
constraint that the welfare of humankind comes first.”68 He emphasizes, 
“I see the health of the Earth as primary, for we are utterly dependent 
upon a healthy planet for survival.”69 What does it mean for humans, 
given their inescapable anthropocentrism, to consider “the Earth as pri-
mary” or to contemplate the implications of Archer’s statement that the 
world was not “created especially for us”? I will consider this question 
in the following and concluding section of this essay and then follow up 
on it in subsequent chapters.

Climate and Capital, the Global, and the Planetary

All of the rifts I have discussed here turn on the difference between 
human time and the deeper and longer temporal rhythms of the geo-
biological processes that contribute to the making of Earth system his-
tory. Whether we stay with this difference or try to fold it back into the 
temporality of human institutions and their history is the question that 
constitutes the nub of the debate in which this book is situated. In Living 
in the End Times, Slavoj Žižek critiqued the arguments I presented as I 
started working on this project. Some of his comments concern points 
about the “true” nature of Hegelian dialectic, which I will not discuss 
here. But he also made a point about the relationship between anthro-
pogenic climate change and “the capitalist mode of production” that 
allows me to get into my final stride here. Responding to my points that 
there were “natural parameters” to our existence as a species that were 
relatively independent of our choices between capitalism and socialism 
and that we therefore needed to think deep history of the species and 
the much shorter history of capital together, Žižek remarked,

Of course, the natural parameters of our environment are “indepen-
dent of capitalism or socialism”—they harbor a potential threat to 
all of us, independently of economic development, political system, 
etc. However, the fact that their stability has been threatened by the 
dynamic of global capitalism nonetheless has a stronger implication 
than the one allowed by Chakrabarty: in a way, we have to admit that 
the Whole is contained by its Part, that the fate of the Whole (life on 
earth) hinges on what goes on in what was formerly one of its parts (the 
socio-economic mode of production of one of the species on earth).
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Given this premise, his conclusion followed:

[We also] have to accept the paradox that . . . the key struggle is the 
particular one: one can solve the universal problem (of the survival of 
human species) only by first resolving the particular deadlock of the 
capitalist mode of production. . . . The key to the ecological crisis does 
not reside in ecology as such.70

Žižek’s proposition with regard to the role of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction in the drama of climate change goes well beyond what I have 
proposed in this chapter. That capitalist or industrial civilization, de-
pendent on large-scale availability of cheap fossil-fuel energy, is a prox-
imate or efficient cause of the climate crisis is not in doubt. I am in agree-
ment with most scholars on that point. But Žižek puts only capitalism in 
the driver’s seat; it is the “part” that now determines “the whole.”

Ursula Heise has pointed out sharply why Žižek’s dialectics are 
simply unhelpful in dealing with the crisis of global warming. Plane-
tary warming, she writes, “will not stop tomorrow: even if a collective 
will to develop an alternative economic regime were to emerge in some 
of the planet’s dominant nations, the transition to such a regime would 
almost certainly take decades (more likely, a century or more)—too late 
to affect the current climate crisis decisively. Žižek’s assumption that 
overcoming capitalism is a prerequisite for addressing the climate crisis, 
in practice, simply denies the possibility of coming to terms with it.”71

There is, besides, a larger problem with Žižek’s understanding itself: 
to say that the history and logic of a particular human institution has 
gotten caught up in the much larger processes of the Earth systems and 
evolutionary history (stressing the lives of several species including 
ourselves) is not to say that human history is the driver of these large-
scale processes. These latter processes continue over scales of space and 
time that are much larger than those of capitalism—hence the rifts we 
have discussed. As Stager and Archer point out, however much “ex-
cess” CO2 we put out today, the long-term processes of the Earth sys-
tem, its million-year carbon cycle, for instance, will most likely “clean 
it up” one day, humans or no humans.72 Which is why it seems logically 
more consistent to see these long-term Earth system processes as co-
actors in the drama of global warming. This is also suggested by the fact 
that, unlike the problems of wealth accumulation or income inequali-
ties or the questions posed by globalization, the problem of anthropo-
genic climate change could not have been predicted from within the 
usual frameworks deployed to study the logics of capital. The methods 
of political-economic investigation and analyses do not usually entail 
digging up 800,000-year-old ice-core samples or making satellite ob-
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servations of changes in the mean temperature of the planet’s surface. 
Climate change is a problem defined and constructed by climate scien-
tists whose research methods, analytical strategies, and skill sets are dif-
ferent from those possessed by students of political economy.

Once we grant processes belonging to the deeper histories of Earth 
and life the role of coactors in the current crisis, playing themselves out 
on both human and unhuman scales, the prescience of a sentence Gaya-
tri Chakravorty Spivak wrote a while ago comes into view: “The planet 
is in the species of alterity, belonging to another system; and yet we in-
habit it.”73 Spivak was on to something. Her formulation takes a step 
toward pondering the human implications of the planetary studies that 
inform and underpin the science of climate change.

This science helps us develop an emergent conception of the plane-
tary that is related to but different from the existing conceptions of the 
global. For even though the current phase of warming of the earth’s 
atmosphere is indeed anthropogenic, it is only contingently so; humans 
have no intrinsic role to play in the science of planetary warming as 
such. The science is not even specific to this planet; it is part of what is 
called planetary science. It does not belong to an earthbound imagina-
tion. A textbook used in many geophysics departments to teach plane-
tary warming is simply called Principles of Planetary Climate.74 Our current 
warming is an instance of planetary warming that has happened both 
on this planet and on other planets, humans or no humans, and with dif-
ferent consequences. It just so happens that the current warming of the 
earth is of human doing.

The scientific problem of climate change thus emerges from what 
may be called comparative planetary studies and entails a degree of 
interplanetary research and thinking. The imagination at work here 
is not human centered. It speaks to a growing divergence in our con-
sciousness between the global—a singularly human story—and the 
planetary, a perspective to which humans are incidental.75 The climate 
crisis is about waking up to the rude shock of the planet’s otherness. 
The planet, to speak with Spivak again, “is in the species of alterity, be-
longing to another system.” And “yet,” as she puts it, “we inhabit it.” 
If there is to be a comprehensive politics of climate change, it has to 
begin from this perspective. The realization that humans—all humans, 
rich or poor—come late in the planet’s life and dwell more in the posi-
tion of passing guests than possessive hosts has to be an integral part of 
the perspective from which we pursue our all-too-human but legitimate 
quest for justice on issues to do with the iniquitous impact of anthropo-
genic climate change.
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The Planet
A Humanist  C ategory

Earth System Science (ESS), the science that among other things ex-
plains planetary warming and cooling, gives humans a very long, multi-
layered, and heterotemporal past by placing them at the conjuncture of 
three (and now variously interdependent) histories whose events are de-
fined by very different timescales: the history of the planet, the history 
of life on the planet, and the history of the globe made by the logics of 
empires, capital, and technology. One can therefore read Earth system 
scientists as historians writing within an emergent regime of historicity. 
We could call this a planetary or anthropocenic regime of historicity 
to distinguish it from the global regime of historicity that has enabled 
many humanist and social-science historians to deal with the theme of 
climate change and the idea of the Anthropocene. In the latter regime, 
however, historians try to relate the Anthropocene to histories of mod-
ern empires and colonies, the expansion of Europe and the development 
of navigation and other communication technologies, modernity and 
capitalist globalization, and the global and connected histories of sci-
ence and technology.1

It is my contention that when we read together—as we must—
histories produced on these two registers, the category planet emerges 
as a category of humanist thought, a category of existential and, there-
fore, philosophical concern to humans. Martin Heidegger pronounced 
the word planet as being of no interest to philosophers when he intro-
duced earth as a philosophical category in 1936, distinguishing it care-
fully from the word planet. “What this word [earth] says,” he wrote, “is 
not to be associated with the idea of a mass of matter deposited some-
where, or with the merely astronomical idea of a planet.”2 His lecture 
on “The Origin of the Work of Art,” delivered first in Frankfurt that 
year, explained “earth” as that which made life possible. It was the 
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ground for humans’ attempt to dwell: “Upon the earth and in it, histori-
cal man grounds his dwelling in the world.”3 Or, as he put it in another 
essay, “Earth is the serving bearer, blossoming and fruiting, spreading 
out in rock and water, rising up into plant and animal.”4 When mortals 
dwelled on earth, they “saved” it. “Saving,” Heidegger explained, “does 
not only snatch something from a danger. . . . To save the earth is more 
than to exploit it or even wear it out. Saving the earth does not master 
the earth and does not subjugate it, which is merely one step from spo-
liation.”5 Human worlds and the earth are in a relationship of strife—
that is, it is never simply a relationship of harmony and can give rise to 
anxiety, for instance, as part of dwelling—and are yet mutually bonded. 
“World and earth are essentially different from one another,” writes 
Heidegger, “and yet are never separated. The world grounds itself on 
the earth, and earth juts through the world. . . . The opposition of world 
and earth is a striving.”6

Heidegger’s turn toward philosophizing the earth produced a minor 
intellectual tumult among his followers. In “The Truth of the Work of 
Art” (1960), Hans-Georg Gadamer remembered what “a new and star-
tling thing” it was to have the category “earth” thus introduced as a foil 
to Heidegger’s concept of the “world.”7 Fourteen years later, writing 
on the occasion of Heidegger’s eighty-fifth birthday, Gadamer returned 
to this subject and mentioned how “quite unusual” it was “to hear talk 
of the earth and the heavens, and of a struggle between the two—as if 
these were concepts of thought that one could deal with in the same 
way that the metaphysical tradition had dealt with the concepts of mat-
ter and form.”8

The earth/world distinction and the earth/planet distinction cut in 
different ways for Heidegger’s readers today. If his earth/world dis-
tinction helped him formulate his ideas on human dwelling, his earth/
planet distinction, by contrast, roughly maps onto the division that 
some Earth system scientists make between the zone of the planet that 
is critical to the maintenance of life—the critical zone, as it is called—
and the rocky, hot, and molten interior of the planet. The “critical zone” 
is “Earth’s near surface layer from the tops of the trees down to the 
deepest groundwater, where most human interactions with the Earth’s 
surface take place and [which is] the locus of most geomorphological 
activity.”9 Using Heidegger’s language, we can say that the harder we 
work the earth in our increasing quest for profit and power, the more we 
encounter the planet. Planet emerged from the project of globalization, 
from “destruction” and the futile project of human mastery (what Hei-
degger would call “impotence of will”).10 Yet it is neither the globe nor 
the world and definitely not the earth. It belongs to a domain where this 
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planet reveals itself as an object of astronomical and geological studies 
and as a very special case containing the history of life—all of these di-
mensions vastly out-scaling human realities of space and time.

A profound difference separates the planet from the three categories 
we have thought with so far in thinking world or global history: world, 
earth, and globe (sometimes treated as synonymous with the planet). 
These are all categories that, in various ways, reference the human. 
They have this orientation in common. We see the globe as created by 
human institutions and technology. Humans and earth, as Heidegger 
saw it, stand in a face-to-face relationship.11 In Heidegger’s thought, the 
earth had to wait as it were for the coming of language, for it was only 
when a creature evolved that was capable of using language that the 
question of being—the meaning of having to be—could be vouchsafed 
to it.12 But the planet is different. We cannot place it in a communicative 
relationship with humans. It does not as such address itself to humans, 
unlike, say, the Heideggerian “earth”—or maybe even James Lovelock’s 
or Bruno Latour’s Gaia—that does.13 To encounter the planet in thought 
is to encounter something that is the condition of human existence and 
yet remains profoundly indifferent to that existence.

Humans have empirically encountered the planet—deep earth—
always in their history—as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and tsu-
namis—without necessarily encountering it as a category in human-
ist thought. They have—as shown by Voltaire’s debate with the dead 
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz after the 1755 earthquake in Lisbon or by 
Mahatma Gandhi’s debate with Rabindranath Tagore after the 1934 
earthquake in Bihar—dealt with the planet without having to call it by 
that name.14 The planet was folded into human debates about morality, 
theodicy, and more recently into the idea of natural disaster.15 But as 
evidence gathers that the nature/human distinction is, ultimately, un-
sustainable and that human activities worldwide may even contribute 
to the increasing frequency of earthquakes, tsunamis, and other “natu-
ral” disasters, the planet as such has emerged as a site of existential con-
cern for those who write its histories in what I have called the planetary 
or anthropocenic regime of historicity. These are none other than Earth 
system scientists themselves. Their accounts show the Earth system to 
be in danger of being gravely disturbed—these histories have bared the 
planet as an entity to reckon with in debating human futures. Planet is 
not a lazy word in these narratives. It is a dynamic ensemble of rela-
tionships—much as G. W. F. Hegel’s state or Karl Marx’s capital were—
an ensemble that constitutes the Earth system. It is at such moments 
of concern expressed by scientists over the state of the Earth system 
that the planet (i.e., Earth system) emerges as a category of humanist 
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thought. Heidegger’s stance against science and his assumption that 
the nature of human dwelling can be imagined without thinking of the 
“astronomical” object, our planet, are positions we cannot support in 
the time of the Anthropocene.

The nature of this new category planet is best explored, it seems to 
me, by distinguishing it from the idea of the globe with which it has 
often been identified in the past. I begin by elaborating on this distinc-
tion between the globe and the planet. The category earth—relevant to 
this exercise but not directly addressed here—contains a further dis-
tinction between the land and the sea that, as we will see, remained 
central to Carl Schmitt’s thoughts on human dwelling that I want to 
draw on to frame my overall argument.16 I am, of course, not the first 
person to take a planetary turn. My thoughts on the globe/planet dis-
tinction began in the previous chapter in an encounter with Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak’s invocation of planetarity, though, as readers will 
see, I have now pushed them in a particular direction.17

The Global and the Planetary: The Globe of Globalization18

The word globe as it has appeared in the literature on globalization is 
not the same as the word globe in the expression global warming.19 The 
story of globalization has humans at its center and narrates how hu-
mans historically connected into a human sense of the globe. Fields like 
world history and global history, for all their differences, have contrib-
uted to our understanding of this process. Take two texts, separated by 
more than three hundred years—Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) and 
Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958)—one inaugurating mod-
ern political thought, the other renewing political philosophy at a time 
when space travel had just begun. Notice how much their sense of what 
the earth was for humans (“knowledge of the face of the earth”) was 
conditioned, even across centuries, by the history of European expan-
sion, trade, the mapping and navigation of the seas (and eventually the 
air), along with the development of instruments of navigation and mo-
bility—in other words, processes and institutions that created the mod-
ern sense of the globe.20 It is as if Hobbes’s historical references, in one 
of his most remembered passages, describing how the condition of hu-
mans changed with the rise of the state—“In such condition [the state 
being absent], there is no place for Industry; because the fruit thereof is 
uncertain: and consequently no Culture of the Earth [earth here under-
stood as land to be cultivated ]; no Navigation, nor use of the commodities 
that may be imported by Sea; . . . no Instruments of moving, and remov-
ing such things as require much force; no Knowledge of the face of the 
Earth; no account of Time”—repeated themselves verbatim as Arendt 
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positioned herself in the late 1950s, observing the same historical pro-
cess that Hobbes had seen in an earlier phase of its development.21 “As 
a matter of fact,” she wrote,

The discovery of the earth, the mapping of her lands and the charter-
ing of her waters [once again the land/sea distinction], took many cen-
turies and has only now begun to come to an end. Only now has man 
taken full possession of his mortal dwelling place and gathered the 
infinite horizons . . . into a globe whose majestic outlines and detailed 
surface he knows as he knows the lines in the palm of his hand. Pre-
cisely when the immensity of available space on earth was discovered, 
the famous shrinkage of the globe began, until eventually in our world 
. . . each man is as much an inhabitant of his earth as he is an inhabi-
tant of his country. Men now live in an earth-wide continuous whole. 
. . . Nothing, to be sure, could have been more alien to the purpose of 
the explorers and circumnavigators of the early modern age than the 
closing-in process; they went to enlarge the earth, not shrink her into 
a ball. . . . Only the wisdom of hindsight sees the obvious, that nothing 
can remain immense if it can be measured.22

These quotations from two fundamental thinkers in the European tradi-
tion show how central the story of European expansion is to their nar-
ratives of the making of the globe.

Schmitt’s The Nomos of the Earth, though relatively old, is still percipi-
ent enough to give us a handle over the history of this particular version 
of the globe. Schmitt tells a story of how the idea of law got dislodged 
from its association with earth, understood as land and dwelling, when 
the seas opened up to an expanding and imperial Europe. Nomos (law) 
was originally land bound and was about appropriation of land, a pro-
cess that Schmitt argued was profoundly connected to a fundamental 
human orientation to land and territory (as seen most clearly in the case 
of Australian Aboriginals, say), and thus to strife and war between hu-
mans over appropriation of land.23 The sea was just an extensive sur-
face that did not allow for boundaries; all human ideas about nomos 
were firmly grounded in the occupation of particular patches of land 
and thus to the practice of erecting boundaries. Schmitt even cites a 
Biblical passage showing a human imagination of an ideal planet that 
had no sea.24 It was only when appropriation of land was secured—
by “migrations, colonizations, and conquests”—that humans could 
engage in the processes required for social formation: “distribution,” 
by which Schmitt meant the setting up of an order, and “production,” 
which referred to the organization of the economic life of a society.25 
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Thus, in Schmitt’s schema, the chain of logic went like this: appropria-
tion → distribution → production. The sense of being at home in a par-
ticular place could come about only after the process of appropriation 
had been completed. Appropriation was therefore related to the idea 
of dwelling. Yet, as Schmitt writes, “the distribution remains stronger 
in memory than does the appropriation, even though the latter was the 
precondition of the former.”26 However, Schmitt adds, this land-bound 
sense of “the first nomos of the world was destroyed about 500 years ago 
when the great oceans were opened up.”27

Nomos gradually ceased to be something land-based and thus orient-
ing for humans. It lost its connection to dwelling. There came about a 
separation, at the intellectual level of jurisprudential thought, between 
the ought and the is, between nomos and physis (this separation being the 
precondition for, among other things, international law). The coming 
of air travel and eventually the space age would only expand this sepa-
ration of nomos and physis and leave humans with two options in the 
future: either feeling “homeless” (as the globe is home for nobody) or 
working toward a unity in which all humans come to regard the globe 
as their home.

Most histories of globalization assume—to stay with Schmitt’s 
schema—that the struggle between humans for appropriation of land, 
sea, or space is now over. Humans are now spread all over the globe; 
there is nowhere else to go; we control the skies and the waters. We are 
in a postimperial age, on this account, so our struggle is in the sphere 
of what Schmitt called “distribution”—that is, about establishing a just 
order so that the idea of nomos continues to remain unrelated to physis. 
Many climate-justice arguments, for instance, relate to a just distribu-
tion of an abstract and global carbon space. The particular niceties of 
Schmitt’s argument are not my concern here—except that a climate-
ravaged world with migrants and refugees can reopen arguments about 
appropriation. The point relevant here is that in Schmitt’s and others’ 
histories of globe making, the words planet and globe remain synony-
mous, as Schmitt’s own usage reveals:

The first attempts in international law to divide the earth as a whole 
according to the new global concept of geography began immediately 
after 1492. These were also the first adaptations to the new, planetary 
image of the world.28

The compound term “global linear thinking” . . . is also better than 
“planetary” or similar designations, which refer to the whole earth, but 
fail to capture its characteristic type of division.29
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The English island [at the time of the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713] re-
mained a part of or rather the center of this European planetary 
order.30

I speak of a new nomos of the earth. That means that I consider the 
earth, the planet on which we live, as a whole, as a globe, and seek to 
understand its global division and order.31

This mode of equating the planet with the globe remained with Schmitt 
even in his later texts, such as Land and Sea: “As [the nineteenth-century 
German geographer Ernst] Kapp remarked, the compass lent the ship 
a spiritual dimension which enabled man to develop a strong attach-
ment to his ship, a sort of affinity or kinship. From then on, the remotest 
oceanic lands could come into contact with each other, and the planet 
opened itself to man.”32 Here “planet” was simply another word for 
globe; it referred to the planet we live on, the earth taken “as a whole.”

The same is true, incidentally, of Heidegger’s use—when he actually 
did use them—of the words planet or planetary. The expression “plane-
tary imperialism” turns up towards the very end of Heidegger’s “The 
Age of the World Picture,” which has influenced much recent thinking 
on images of the earth taken from space.33 He writes, “In the planetary 
imperialism of technologically organized man, the subjectivism of man 
attains its acme, from which point it will descend to the level of orga-
nized uniformity and there firmly establish itself. This uniformity be-
comes the surest instrument of total, i.e., technological, rule over the 
earth.”34 “Planetary” refers here to the earth as a single planet taken by 
itself, not studied in comparison to other planets. This becomes obvi-
ous also from the way Heidegger, in another essay, assigns the “planet” 
to an “advancing world history.”35 Since both imperialism and world 
history are categories of human history, the word planet in Heidegger’s 
usage refers to nothing other than the globe. In fact, it is the connec-
tion he makes between “man’s” “planetary imperialism,” “his” techno-
logical rule, and the rising to a peak of “man’s” subjectivism that allows 
Heidegger to develop a critique of this “planetary imperialism” in a way 
that generates in turn a powerful critique of a certain dominant “an-
thropology” (Heidegger’s word):

When the world becomes picture, what is, in its entirety, is juxtaposed 
as that for which man is prepared and which, correspondingly, he 
therefore intends to bring before himself and have before himself, and 
consequently intends in a decisive sense to set in place before himself. 
. . . The Being of whatever is, is sought and found in the represented-
ness of the latter.36
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The globe of globalization embodies this anthropocentric and anthro-
pological practice of representation.

The Global and the Planetary: The Globe of Global Warming

Anthropogenic global warming is no doubt connected to the story of 
globalization. One could even argue that a certain period in the history 
of globalization now known as “the great acceleration” (1950 onward) 
overwhelmingly contributed to the forging of this connection, so much 
so that some scholars have pinned the beginning of the Anthropocene 
down to this period itself.37 But the science of global warming takes us 
away from an earth- and human-bound imagination. For this reason 
it also effects a profound unsettling of the narrative of globalization. 
Earth System Science (ESS) is a mode of looking at this planet that, in 
contrast to the globe of globalization, necessarily has other planets in view 
in order to create models of how this planet works (and the principles 
of representation involved are different from those involved in invoking 
the globe). Contrary to what we might imagine, the science of global 
warming is not even specific to this planet—it is part of what is called 
planetary science.38 Indeed, our current warming is simply an instance 
of what is called planetary warming. Such warming has happened both 
on this planet and on other planets with widely different consequences. 
It just so happens that the current warming of the earth is primarily a 
result of human actions.

It is not at all an accident that two of the foundational scientists asso-
ciated with this science—James Lovelock and James Hansen—began 
their careers, respectively, by being associated with the study of Mars 
and Venus. Hansen was initially a student of planetary warming on 
Venus and only later transferred his interests to earth out of concern 
and curiosity. Hansen writes, “In 1978, I was still studying Venus.” He 
shifted to studying the earth because, he says,

The atmosphere of our home planet was changing before our eyes, and 
it was changing more and more rapidly. . . . The most important change 
was the level of carbon dioxide, which was being added to the air by 
the burning of fossil fuels. We knew that carbon dioxide determined 
the climate on Mars and Venus. I decided it would be more useful and 
interesting to try to help understand how the climate of our own planet 
would change, rather than study the veil of clouds shrouding Venus.

He shifted the site of his research to this planet thinking, he writes with 
an obvious touch of irony, that it would be a “temporary obsession.”39

ESS was a product of the Cold War and the military and civil com-
petition that it spawned in space. This history has been recounted by 
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Joshua Howe, Spencer Weart, and more recently by Ian Angus and 
Clive Hamilton, and it need not be repeated here in detail.40 While some 
of the basic ideas related to ESS go back to the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, NASA first set up its ESS committee in 1983 when 
it realized that the planet needed to be studied as a whole by different 
kinds of scientists.41 It is a deeply interdisciplinary science, synthesizing 
“elements of geology, biology, chemistry, physics, and mathematics.”42 
The International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme, launched in 1987, 
defined Earth system as follows:

The term “Earth system” refers to Earth’s interacting physical, chemi-
cal, and biological processes. The system consists of the land, oceans, 
atmosphere and poles. It includes the planet’s natural cycles—the car-
bon, water, nitrogen, phosphorus, sulphur and other cycles—and deep 
Earth processes. Life too is an integral part of the Earth system. Life 
affects the carbon, nitrogen, water, oxygen and many other cycles and 
processes. The Earth system now includes human society. Our social 
and economic systems are now embedded within the Earth system. In 
many cases, the human systems are now the main drivers of change in 
the Earth system.43

Will Steffen, an Earth system scientist, thus described the intellectual 
ambit of this emergent science:

Crucial to the emergence of this perspective has been the dawning 
awareness of two fundamental aspects of the status of the planet. The 
first is that the Earth itself is a single system, within which the bio-
sphere is an active, essential component. . . . Second, human activities 
are now so pervasive and profound . . . that they affect the Earth at a 
global scale in complex, interactive, and accelerating ways . . . that 
threaten the very processes and components, both biotic and abiotic, 
upon which humans depend.44

System is used in the singular in ESS to underscores the systemic nature 
of the planetary processes under study.

Bruno Latour and Tim Lenton have recently raised the question of 
whether the so-called Earth system is indeed one system or if we should 
even think about it as constituting “a whole.”45 To my nonspecialist ears, 
their question certainly sounds legitimate. I do not know whether mul-
tiple, different, and yet interacting flows and feedback loops in earth 
processes do indeed constitute a single system. But it has to be noted 
that this position is somewhat in tension with Lenton and Andrew Wat-
son’s statement that “the many processes that interact together to set 
the living conditions at the surface of the planet” constitute “a very co-
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herent system.”46 There are clearly some very widely shared working 
agreements among scientists in this area as well as some major differ-
ences indicating, perhaps, how young this interdisciplinary science still 
is. In his introductory book on ESS, Lenton, for example, writes about 
the “fuzzy lower boundary to the Earth system”:

The temptation is to include the whole of the interior of the planet 
in the Earth system—and this is exactly what NASA’s 1986 report 
did when considering the longest timescales. . . . However, for many 
Earth system scientists, the planet Earth is really composed of two sys-
tems—the surface Earth system that supports life, and the great bulk 
of the inner Earth underneath.

Lenton focuses deliberately on “the thin layer of a system at the sur-
face of the Earth—and its remarkable properties,” the critical zone that 
I mentioned above.47 Lee R. Kump, James F. Kasting, and Robert G. 
Crane’s The Earth System, on the other hand, deals with what the authors 
regard as “four parts” of the Earth system: the atmosphere, the hydro-
sphere, the biota, and the solid earth. What their text helps to clarify 
is that this new science is as much about taking a systems approach to 
the study of how the earth “works” as it is about observing how “the 
processes active on Earth’s surface are functioning together to regulate cli-
mate, the circulation of the ocean and atmosphere, and the recycling 
of the elements [such as carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, and more]” with the 
biota—life—playing “an important role in all these processes.”48

The deeper parts of the planet affect the biosphere for sure (as plate 
tectonics does, for example, or volcanic eruptions do) and are funda-
mentally important in supplying geochemically fresh landscapes; the 
question is whether they constitute parts of the Earth system.49 How-
ever this is resolved, there is no denying that planetary processes oper-
ating on different scales and involving the actions of both the living and 
the nonliving are often interlocked in complicated, complex, and pre-
carious ways, and it is the fact of their being interlocking and interactive 
in character that is highlighted by the use of the term Earth system. For 
Erle C. Ellis, observations and computer modeling of the Earth system 
clearly documented in the 1990s that “human activities were chang-
ing in tandem with changes in Earth’s atmosphere, lithosphere, hydro-
sphere, biosphere, and climate,” leading scientists and others experts 
associated with the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme to 
announce in one voice in 2001—this is known as the Amsterdam Dec-
laration on Global Change—that “the Earth system behaves as a single, 
regulating system comprised of physical, chemical, biological and hu-
man components.”50 It is somewhat odd that this declaration should 
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have separated the “human component” from the physical, chemical, 
and biological ones, but clearly a political point was made by such a 
separation.

The immediate roots of this interdisciplinary science, as I have 
mentioned before, go back to the Cold War years of the 1960s when 
Lovelock, working for Carl Sagan’s unit in NASA, developed his now-
famous ideas regarding Gaia proposing that life on Earth created the 
conditions for its continued maintenance, as though the earth behaved 
as a single superorganism that he christened, on advice from William 
Golding, Gaia.51 The concept was further developed in the 1970s by 
Lynn Margulis. Lovelock’s early homeostatic view of the planet did not 
survive scientific skepticism, but his fundamental question as to what 
made the earth so continuously habitable for life, something the two 
neighboring planets Mars and Venus were not, survived into ESS as 
the so-called habitability problem that today is central, for instance, to 
disciplines like astrobiology or to the search for earthlike exoplanets in 
the universe.

The important point for our discussion is that the chief protago-
nist of the story that ESS tells is not humans or human life but com-
plex, multicellular life in general. In contrast to the story of capitalist 
globalization, this outlook lays out a perspective on humans and other 
forms of life without humans being at the center of the story. We simply 
come too late in the story to be its protagonist. This science, of course, 
is produced by humans and therefore practices a human version of non-
anthropocentrism, an attempt by humans to understand their own story 
by standing outside, as it were, of the story of humans (as the historical 
sciences of geology and evolutionary biology routinely do). Besides, as 
Lovelock himself pointed out, ESS entails a view of the planet that is 
essentially taken from the outside. Lovelock wrote, “To my mind, the 
outstanding spin-off from space research is not new technology. The 
real bonus has been that for the first time in human history we have had 
a chance to look at the earth from space, and the information gained 
from seeing from the outside our azure-green planet in all its global beauty 
has given rise to whole new set of questions and answers.”52

Lovelock was right to say that space travel afforded humans a chance 
to view the planet from outside, but we should note that while this 
was indeed the first time some humans actually saw their planet as a 
whole, humans have imagined the planet from the outside for a long 
time, at least in European history. Ayesha Ramachandran’s The World-
makers presents a fascinating study of this aspect of European imagina-
tion in the sixteenth century. Gerhard Mercator’s Atlas, writes Rama-
chandran, “define[d] an intellectual watershed by seeking to envision 
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the totality of the world.” His 1569 navigational projection still provides 
the “the basis” for the “Web Mercator platform used by Google Maps 
and in ArcGIS systems today.”53 Influential in this tradition was also the 
later Christianized but originally Stoic conception of kataskopos—the 
imaginary “360-degree ‘view from above’ . . . through which man could 
transform himself from being a prisoner within the world to becoming a 
spectator from without”—that was disseminated in renaissance Europe 
by the popular, fifth-century commentary by Macrobius on Cicero’s 
Somnium Scipionis, a part of Cicero’s De re publica (54–51 BC).54 It de-
scribed the Roman general Scipio Aemilianus dreaming of himself look-
ing down on the earth from the starry sphere above.

These were, however, attempts to imagine the earth as it might have 
appeared to the naked human eye placed somewhere in the sky. One 
could argue that images of the earth beamed back from space by mod-
ern space travelers represent a point of culmination in this history.55 
What distinguishes the “new set of questions” that Lovelock speaks of 
is that they did not arise from a simple naked-eye view, imagined or 
real, of the planet from space. The question as to why “since plants and 
especially forests became established on the land surface, around [more 
than] 370 million years ago, oxygen has remained between about 17% 
and 30% of the atmosphere” could not have been raised or answered 
without asking questions of physics, chemistry, geology, and biology 
and without comparing this planet with planets like Mars and Venus.56 
To quote Lovelock again, “Thinking about life on Mars gave some of us 
a fresh standpoint from which to consider life on Earth and led us to 
formulate a new, or perhaps revive a very ancient, concept of the re-
lationship between the Earth and its biosphere.”57 The planetary is a 
necessarily comparatist enterprise.

In other words, the Earth system of ESS is produced not simply by 
a physical view of the planet from outside but by reconstituting it into 
an abstract figure in the imagination with the help of the sciences—
including information obtained from satellites positioned in space as 
well as from ancient ice-core samples—while keeping other planets always 
in view even if only implicitly. ESS produces a reconstituted planet, the 
Earth system, an entity no one ever encounters physically but that is, in 
Timothy Morton’s terms, an interconnected series of “hyperobjects”—
such as a planetary climate system—(re)created by the use of big 
data.58 Delf Rothe has aptly remarked that the Anthropocene is both 
withdrawn from and inaccessible to earthlings like humans: It is, writes 
Rothe, “equally totalising and withdrawn: [it] is a new planetary real—
a state-shift of the entire Earth System that cannot be known or sensed 
directly.”59
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There remains, therefore, an interesting tension between ESS and 
the idea of Gaia. Lovelock was never happy with the name ESS, which 
he found “anodyne” (see n. 51 above), while Lenton and Watson begin 
their book with the comment, “ ‘Gaia’ and the ‘Earth system’ are for 
us, close to being synonymous. . . . [But] ‘Earth system science’ . . . is 
. . . less personalized and polarized.”60 Earth System Science is a posi-
tive science made up of observed and simulated data and their ana-
lyses, but a certain moment of scientific-poetic intuition, such as the 
moment when the idea later named Gaia flashed through Lovelock’s 
mind, always haunts it.

The Global and the Planetary Diverge

Arendt completed the The Human Condition in the shadow of the first ar-
tificial satellite, the Soviet Sputnik, adventuring into space. She thought 
that space technology announced what she referred to as the “earth 
alienation” of humans, indicating the capacity of the human species to 
ensure its survival, on other planets if need be, at the great cost of losing 
their profound sense of being earthbound.61 A line of famous German 
thinkers—Spengler, Heidegger, Jaspers, Gadamer, Arendt, and Schmitt 
among them—watched with foreboding the fast advance of global 
technology and feared the final “uprooting” of humans, a collapse of 
the ever-present human project of dwelling by worlding the earth.62 
What we see in the history of ESS, however, is not an end to the project 
of capitalist globalization but the arrival of a point in history where the 
global discloses to humans the domain of the planetary. We need to keep 
in mind the poetic nature of Lovelock’s vision that constituted the in-
augural moment of ESS. True, there had been antecedents of the Gaia 
theory, but none came with the epiphany of Lovelock’s thought about 
Gaia. Lovelock writes, “The idea of the Earth as a kind of living organ-
ism . . . arose in a most respectable scientific environment. . . . It came 
because my work there led me to look at the Earth’s atmosphere from 
the top down, from space. . . . The air is a mixture that somehow always 
keeps constant in composition. My flash of enlightenment that after-
noon was the thought that to keep [air’s composition] constant some-
thing must be regulating it and that somehow the life at the surface was 
involved.”63

The consciousness that ESS ushers us into simply could not have 
arisen without the development of technology that “rifled” not only 
“the bowels of their mother Earth”—as John Milton described early 
mines—but also the seemingly empty vault of the heavens and all that 
lies beyond.64 Consider this: it was the very technology of space ex-
ploration that came out of the Cold War and the growing weaponiza-
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tion of atmosphere and space that eventually brought the Gaia moment 
into our awareness. Or think of our capacity to explore deep earth: cli-
mate scientists would not have been able to bore into ice of eight hun-
dred thousand years ago if the US defense establishment and the much-
denounced oil and mining companies had not developed the necessary 
technology for drilling that was then modified to deal with ice.65

Sustainability and Habitability:  
Distinguishing the Global from the Planetary

The difference between the global and the planetary is perhaps best 
illustrated by a quick contrast between two ideas central, respectively, 
to the two categories in question here, the globe and the planet. These 
are the ideas of sustainability and habitability.

Sustainability is a deeply political idea in the Arendtian sense of the 
word politics; it allows for the emergence of novelty in human affairs in 
a way that always involves some discussion about the welfare of the un-
born. It owes its development to Europe’s experience of agriculture and 
farming at a time of European expansion and thus belongs firmly to the 
history of the global.66 The most widely used definition of sustainable 
development is the one that the World Commission on Environment 
and Development, often known as the Brundtland Commission after 
its chair Geo Brundtland, adopted in 1983 in its publication Our Com-
mon Future: “development that meets the needs of the present genera-
tion without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs.”67 Paul Warde has written a differentiated history of 
the idea from the seventeenth century on—Nachhaltigkeit (the German 
word for lastingness or sustainability) is traceable in its earlier forms 
to the 1650s in texts on the management of agriculture and forestry in 
England, Germany, and France. His essay clarifies:

The modern notion of sustainability largely [drew] on ideas devel-
oped in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries when new 
understandings of soil science and agricultural practice combined to 
develop the idea of a circulation of essential nutrients within ecologies, 
and hence allow the perception that disruption to circulatory pro-
cesses could lead to permanent degradation.68

One of the pioneers he mentions is Justus von Liebig, “chemist and 
admirer and follower of Alexander von Humboldt.” Warde finds in 
Liebig’s work “something like the modern conception of sustainability: 
that a society’s development is beholden to fundamental biological and 
chemical processes [of the earth], but also that this was a complex dy-
namic system with feedback effects.”69
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Warde’s statement makes visible how a certain incipient conscious-
ness about earth processes—an incipient planetary consciousness, as it 
were—always lurks in the background whenever the question of sus-
taining human civilization is raised. But it lurks in the background: the idea 
of sustainability puts human concerns first. Donald Worster shows that 
the very idea of the earth as something finite belongs to a family of cer-
tain deeply anthropocentric ideas of which environment and sustain-
ability are two important members. Worster describes William Vogt’s 
Road to Ruin (1948) as “one of the first [texts] to use the word ‘environ-
ment.’” Vogt defined environment as “the sum total of soil, water, plants, 
and animals on which all humans depend.”70 The word environment thus 
came to be something expressive of a human-centered concern, as if 
the only reason to speak of environing something was that the some-
thing was us. Fairfield Osborn’s Our Plundered Planet (1948), published 
in the same year, was prepared to see the human species as “part of one 
great biological schema” while being sensitive to rich-poor differences. 
He was familiar with the facts of the deep history of the planet as they 
were understood in his time, but, like others, he had his sights firmly 
trained on what that history meant for humans. His aim was to help hu-
mans “learn to care for the greater good of nature and of humans as part 
of that whole,” the idea of a “whole” referring in this case to issues like 
balance and harmony between humans and their earthly environment.71

This anthropocentric idea of sustainability dominated the twenti-
eth century and continues beyond it as a mantra of green capitalism.72 
An absurd extreme of such a humanocentric conception was demon-
strated early in the last century when the idea of “maximum sustain-
able yield,” adapted from the history of “scientific” management of for-
ests, became hegemonic in the literature on “managing fisheries.” Peter 
Anthony Larkin put the matter with a touch of humor when he gave a 
keynote address to the Annual Meeting of the American Fisheries So-
ciety in 1976:

About 30 years ago, when I was a graduate student, the idea of man-
aging fisheries for maximum sustainable yield was just beginning to 
really catch on. . . . Briefly, the dogma was this: any species each year 
produces a harvestable surplus, and if you take that much, and no 
more, you can go on getting it forever and ever (Amen). . . . Moreover, 
it was assumed that the animals were well aware of what was being 
organized for them as their role in the scheme of things. Organisms 
were allowed to breed with those of their own species, or interact with 
individuals of other species, but not in ways that might upset the maxi-
mum sustained yield.73
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In the literature on sustainability, earthly processes constitute a mute 
background for human activities. Stephen Morse’s book on the subject 
of sustainability devotes only one of its 259 pages to the history of life 
on the planet, and that only because he needs to give the issue of sus-
tainability an earthly context. But he points out that the word sustain-
ability is not “used much” in describing life’s continuity on this planet: 
“Instead we talk of the ‘durability’ or ‘resilience’ of life; its ability to con-
tinue after shocks and protuberances, of which there have been many 
since the birth of the planet.” Now there, in that fragment of a sen-
tence, a glimpse of a planetary consciousness shines through. But the 
word sustainability, as Morse correctly insists, applies only to humans. It 
is “a human-centric term,” he acknowledges, and is “applied to people 
and the interactions we have with our environment. Thus, when we are 
talking of the role of biology within sustainability, we mean the role 
that biology plays vis-à-vis people, and we are talking of very short 
timescales relative to” those involved in the history of life.74

The key term in planetary thinking that one could contrapose to the 
idea of sustainability in global thought is habitability. Habitability does 
not reference humans. Its central concern is life—complex, multicellu-
lar life, in general—and what makes that, not humans alone, sustain-
able. What, ask ESS specialists, makes a planet friendly to complex life 
for hundreds of millions of years? The problem of habitability therefore 
should be distinguished from the discussion on life that has gone on 
in the humanities under the rubric of biopolitics. The idea of biopoli-
tics that connects life to questions of disciplinary power, state, capital-
ism, and so on and rejects “a biological or metaphysical thematization 
of life” would squarely be a part of what I have characterized here as 
global thought.75 The question at the center of the habitability prob-
lem is not what life is or how it is managed in the interest of power but 
rather what makes a planet friendly to the continuous existence of com-
plex life.

Of course, the difficulty scientists face in discussing what makes a 
planet habitable is that the sample size of habitable planets available 
so far for study is only one. The necessary pluralism of the planetary 
thus appears to come somewhat undone with the question of life and 
habitability. But, as Langmuir and Broecker write, “While Earth’s his-
tory is inevitably specific as a story of one planet, principles that it em-
bodies [such as evolution by natural selection or ‘increased stability 
through networks and increased access to and utilization of energy’] 
appear likely to apply on a universal scale.”76 The immediately relevant 
point is that humans are not central to the problem of habitability, but 
habitability is central to human existence. If the planet were not hab-
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itable for complex life, we simply would not be here. This is illustrated, 
for instance, by the share of oxygen in the atmosphere, which is cur-
rently around 21 percent and has been stable for a very long time.77 
As Langmuir and Broecker point out, this is “a striking disequilibrium 
state, because O2 is such a highly reactive molecule.” Oxygen reacts 
with “metals, carbon, sulfur, and other atoms to form oxides.”78 “What 
controls the atmospheric O2 concentrations today?” ask Kump, Kasting, 
and Crane in their book on ESS:

The answer, surprisingly, is that we do not know for sure, although 
researchers do have a number of ideas. Whatever the oxygen control 
mechanism is, it appears to be very efficient. The modern atmospheric 
O2 level is 21% by volume, or 0.21 bar. It seems unlikely that the O2 
concentration has strayed from this level by more than ±50% since the 
last Denovian Period, about 360 million years ago. The evidence is that 
forests have existed since that time and, while they have always been 
able to burn, they have never disappeared entirely.79

An O2 molecule resides in the atmosphere for four million years be-
fore getting absorbed into the earth’s crust. “This may sound like a long 
time,” remarks Lenton, “but it is far shorter than the 550 million years or 
so over which there have been oxygen-breathing animals on the planet. 
It is also far shorter than the 370 million years over which there have 
been forests.” “Thus, remarkably,” he concludes, “the amount of atmo-
spheric oxygen has remained within habitable bounds for complex ani-
mal and plant life despite all of the oxygen molecules having been re-
placed over a hundred times.”80 This remarkable stability of the share of 
oxygen in the atmosphere allowing us to breathe is ensured by the Earth 
system or what I have called “the planet.”

Earth system scientists appear to agree that different forms of life 
both on land and in the sea, the rate of burial of organic carbon in the 
sea, and the phosphorus and long-term carbon cycles of the planet all 
have a role to play in replenishing and maintaining the share of oxy-
gen in the atmosphere that allows complex life to flourish.81 This is why 
within a planetary mode of thinking, the threat of the Anthropocene 
lies in what it might mean not simply for immediate human futures 
but for long-term futures as well. Global warming produces for Earth 
system scientists the fear of another great extinction of life—possible 
in the next three hundred to six hundred years—that might make the 
planet regress to a more primitive level of biodiversity.82 As Langmuir 
and Broecker argue, fossil fuel, soil, and biodiversity are critical to hu-
man flourishing, and they have two things in common: they all have to 
do with the history of life on the planet, and none of them are renewable 
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on human scales of time.83 The planetary, ultimately, is about how some 
very long-term planetary processes involving both the living and the 
nonliving have provided, and keep providing, the enabling conditions 
for both human existence and flourishing. Our recent interference with 
some of these processes, however, has raised for humans a particularly 
intractable question with a sense of urgency surrounding it, the ques-
tion—to use the evocative words of William Connolly—of “facing the 
planetary.”84

Facing the Planetary

For all their differences, thinking globally and thinking in a planetary 
mode are not either/or questions for humans. The planetary now bears 
down on our everyday consciousness precisely because the accentua-
tion of the global in the last seventy or so years—all that is summed up 
in the expression “the great acceleration”—has opened up for humanist 
intellectuals the domain of the planetary. As discussed before, even the 
everyday distinction we make between renewable and nonrenewable 
sources of energy makes a constant reference, by implication, to hu-
man and geological scales of time, to the hundreds of millions of years 
that the planet would take to renew fossil fuels. Similarly, all talk about 
there being “excess” carbon dioxide in the atmosphere refers implicitly 
to the normal rate at which the carbon sinks of the planet take up this 
gas. Langmuir and Broecker emphasize the critical importance to hu-
mans of counting soils and biodiversity among the “nonrenewable re-
sources,” not simply fossil fuels.85 Practical plans to make profit by de-
veloping technology that uses the sun as an infinite source for energy 
for industrial and industrializing societies are attempts to bring into the 
fold of the global an aspect of what we have called the planetary. We are 
all living, whether we acknowledge it or not, at the cusp of the global 
and the planetary. The age of the global as such is ending. And yet the 
quotidian is about both invoking the planetary and losing sight of it the 
next moment.

Is this forgetting a problem? Connolly has asked this question. “By 
‘the planetary,’” he writes,

I mean a series of temporal force fields, such as climate patterns, 
drought zones, the ocean conveyor system, species evolution, glacier 
flows, and hurricanes that exhibit self-organizing capacities to varying 
degrees and that impinge upon each other and human life in numerous 
ways. . . . The combination of capitalist processes and the amplifiers 
in nonhuman geological forces must be encountered together. Such a 
combination poses existential issues today.86
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Connolly is right to say that “the combination of capitalist processes” 
and the planetary ones have to be “encountered together.” But what 
does it mean to encounter them “together?” How exactly does one en-
counter together (in thought) disparate forms of thinking even when the 
phenomena they refer to appear intertwined and when the global and 
the planetary—with their respective anthropocentric and nonanthro-
pocentric emphases and with their references to vastly different and 
incommensurable scales of time—often represent two rather different 
orientations to this entity on and from which we live?

The global, as I have said, refers to matters that happen within hu-
man horizons of time—the multiple horizons of existential, intergen-
erational, and historical time—though the processes might involve 
planetary scales of space. Planetary processes, including the ones that 
humans have interfered with, operate on various timetables, some com-
patible with human times, others vastly larger than what is involved in 
human calculation. Thus, air and surface water have “short recycling 
times,” as do many metals, but soils and ground water take “ ‘thousands 
of years’” to replenish themselves. “Biodiversity,” writes Langmuir and 
Broecker, “is perhaps the most precious planetary resource, for which 
the timescale of replenishment, known from past mass extinctions, is 
tens of millions of years.”87 Humans today have become a planetary 
force in that they can interfere with some of these very long-term pro-
cesses, but “fixing them” with the help of technology is still well beyond 
our present capabilities. What would it mean for us to bring together 
in our thought all these different timescales and, in Connolly’s terms, 
face them?

Temporality, however, is not the only thing that distinguishes the 
global from the planetary. The two modes of thinking represent two dif-
ferent kinds of knowledge and, for humans, two different ways of com-
porting themselves to the world within which they find themselves.88 
The global with humans at its center is ultimately all about forms and 
values. This is why the planet when equated to the globe can be politi-
cized (we can talk about its deliberate destruction by Exxon or about 
creating “planetary sovereignty”).89 Debates on issues like climate jus-
tice, climate refugees and their rights, democracy and global warm-
ing, climate change and inequalities of income, race, gender, and the 
good and bad Anthropocene proceed on the assumption that we have 
ideas, however contested by competing ideas, about ideal forms of jus-
tice, rights, democracy, and so on in order to be able to judge and pro-
nounce on a situation. These questions that deeply involve the question 
of forms and the politics of debating them belong to the global.

But the planetary as such, disclosing vast processes of unhuman di-
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mensions, cannot be grasped by recourse to any ideal form. There is no 
ideal form for the earth as a planet or of its history or for the history of 
any other planet. While the planetary mode of thinking asks questions 
of habitability, and habitability refers to some of the key conditions en-
abling the existence for various life-forms including Homo sapiens, there 
is nothing in the history of the planet that can claim the status of a moral 
imperative. It is only as humans that we emphasize the last five hun-
dred million years of the planet’s life—the last one-eighth of the earth’s 
age—for that is the period when the Cambrian explosion of life-forms 
occurred, creating conditions without which humans would not have 
been. From the viewpoint of anaerobic bacteria, however, which lived 
on the surface of the planet before the great oxygenation of the atmo-
sphere about 2.45 billion years ago, the atmosphere might look like a 
history of disasters (as recognized by such human-given names as the 
Oxygen Holocaust). The planet exists, as Quentin Meillassoux says, “as 
anterior to the emergence of thought and even of life—posited, that is, as 
anterior to every form of human relation to the world.”90

The Planet and the Political

Faced with the radical otherness of the planet, however, a deeply phe-
nomenological urge on the part of many scientists is to recoil back into 
the human-historical time of the present and address the planet as a 
matter of profound human concern—as a critical question of human 
futures and as an entity to be governed by humans. But the governance 
question, whether posed in terms of sustainability or habitability, is at 
base an existential concern that can only belong to the present. The 
critical difference is that in answering this existential question, Earth 
system scientists’ ideas point to a profound shift in conceptions of how 
humans are to dwell on Earth. It is as if Schmitt’s land/sea opposition, 
the opposition between our “terrestrial modes of being [eines terranen 
Daseins]”—signifying the desire for rest, stability, house, property, mar-
riage, family, and so on—and our “maritime existence”—symbolized 
by the restless and perpetual movement of the technology-driven, 
imperial-European, oceangoing ship—has finally come to be realized 
in the picture of a geoengineered, “intelligent” planet making its voyage 
through the infinite seas of the universe.91

In 1999 Hans Joachim Schellnhuber, the physicist who set up the 
Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research in 1992, asked what 
Erle Ellis regards as “the pivotal question” of the Anthropocene: “ ‘Why 
should Prometheus not hasten to Gaia’s assistance?’ . . . Can humans 
help to bend Earth’s trajectory towards better outcomes for both hu-
manity and non-human nature?”92 Ellis endorses the view, albeit cau-
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tiously: “Hopes for a technocratic Prometheus are more than just pipe 
dreams. . . . The prospects for anthropocenes much better than the 
one we are now creating are very real.”93 Lenton writes, “Whilst hu-
man transformation of the planet was initially unwitting, now we are 
increasingly collectively aware of it. . . . This changes the Earth system 
fundamentally, because it means that one species can consciously, col-
lectively shape the future trajectory of our planet.” Such evolving “hu-
man consciousness” itself becomes a “new property of the Earth sys-
tem.”94 “Human civilization,” we hear from Langmuir and Broecker, 
“has led to the first global community of a single species, destruction of 
billions of years of accumulation of resources, a change in atmospheric 
composition, a fourth planetary energy revolution, and a mass extinc-
tion.” Yet, they argue, “there is the potential in human civilization for 
Earth to pass from ‘habitable planet’ to ‘inhabited planet,’ i.e., one that 
carries intelligence and consciousness on a global scale, for the benefit 
and further development of the planet and all its life.”95

This human concern opens out into another argument that is truly 
planetary and yet is drawn back immediately into human horizons. 
How long can a highly developed technological civilization last, ask 
Langmuir and Broecker? “Does such a civilization self-destruct in a few hun-
dred years or last for millions of years? For such a civilization to last, the species 
driving the technology must [consciously and collectively] sustain and foster plane-
tary habitability rather than ravage planetary resources.”96 Hence, their hope 
that humans would be able one day “to view themselves and act as an 
integral and responsible part of a planetary system.”97 This, they write 
in concluding their book on the history of the Earth system, “is the chal-
lenge of human civilization, to become a part of a natural system to per-
mit and perhaps even to participate in further planetary evolution.”98

Lenton and Latour—even as they acknowledge that “in politics the 
blind lead the blind”—express the view that hope might lie in scientists 
collaborating with “citizens, activists, and politicians” so that enough 
“sensors” (the scientific-technological equivalent of the blind person’s 
white cane) could be put in place to enable them all “to quickly realize 
[and presumably fix] where things are going wrong.” Being thus able 
to track “the lag time between environmental changes and reactions 
of societies,” they add, “is the only practical way in which we can hope 
to add some self-awareness to Gaia’s self-regulation.”99As a student 
of human pasts and politics, I find this vision of a future where scien-
tists, activists, and politicians and their respective constituencies move 
“quickly” to recognize errors made on a very large social scale certainly 
reasonable but perhaps unlikely.

In any case, the language of hope (and despair), when we are con-
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fronted with the planet, turns us toward the present, for hoping and de-
spairing are things we do in the human now while the planetary places 
humans against an unhuman backdrop. This seeming rapprochement 
between the timescale of the planetary and the time in which human 
hope and despair arise is intellectually fragile. It remains open to criti-
cism for its assumption that humans can somehow get around being the 
kind of “pluriverse” that they are and that Schmitt saw as the ground for 
the friend/enemy distinction in his famous concept of the political.100 
The human political, one could say following Schmitt, is constitution-
ally plural and, as we know from problems of the IPCC trying to pro-
duce strategies for governing climate change, it cannot be easily sub-
ordinated by any one rational strategy. The anthropocenic regime of 
historicity as visible in ESS sets humans against a background of re-
lationships and time that necessarily cannot be addressed from within 
the temporal horizon of human experiences and expectations—that is, 
from within the global regime of historicity. Yet that is the reconcilia-
tion that even Earth system scientists seek to achieve as historians of 
human futurity. Their understandably human and presentist concerns 
end up obscuring the profound otherness of the planet that their re-
search also reveals.

The hope that humans will one day develop technology that will re-
main in a commensalist or congruent relationship with the biosphere 
for a period stretching into geological timescales—such a hope belongs 
to the realms of a reasonable utopia.101 In spirit, it is no different from 
what Felix Guattari once wrote in his climate-unaware Three Ecologies 
(1989). With a sense of prophecy that today—after all the debate about 
geoengineering and humans as the “God species”—must at least sound 
a little dubious, Guattari wrote that “the health” of the planet earth

will be increasingly reliant on human intervention, and a time will 
come when vast programmes will need to be set up in order to regu-
late the relationship between oxygen, ozone and carbon dioxide in the 
Earth’s atmosphere. . . . In the future much more than the simple de-
fence of nature will be required; we will have to launch an initiative if 
we are to repair the Amazonian “lung,” for example.102

The “Amazonian ‘lung,’” like the conveyor belt (the North Atlantic 
Meridional Overturning Circulation) of the Atlantic, may well be a part 
of the Earth system, and it is much easier perhaps for humans—in hu-
man time—to destroy than to fix such parts. To try to derive any ethical 
or moral lessons from our new understanding of the Earth system—the 
multiple networks of connections in which our bodies are like nodal 
points, simply a site that many connections pass through—is to try to 
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bring within the grasp of the global (the domain of forms and values 
and therefore of the political) the planetary that not only out-scales the 
human but also, as I have said, has nothing moral or ethical or normative 
about it. This urge itself is symptomatic of the predicament that the An-
thropocene is. It arises from the realization that the reach of the global, 
something Guattari called Integrated World Capitalism, has through 
the intensification of its energies completely discredited the nature/
society or subject (human)/object (nature) distinction that has been 
taken for granted for so long in all discussions of modernity.103 More 
than that, the institutions of human civilization, including technology, 
have interfered with some critical planetary processes. Planetary cli-
mate change is precisely an example of this point; humans have broken 
the planet’s short-term carbon cycle by producing an excess amount 
of carbon dioxide that human institutions and technology cannot yet 
manage to recycle.

Facing the planetary then requires us to acknowledge that the com-
municative setup within which humans saw themselves as naturally 
situated through categories like earth, world, and globe has now bro-
ken down, at least partially. Many traditions of thought, including some 
religious ones, may have considered the earth-human relationship spe-
cial; with regard to the planet, though, we are no more special than 
other forms of life. The planet puts us in the same position as any other 
creature.104 Our creaturely life, collectively considered, is our competi-
tive animal life as a species, a life that, pace Kant, humans cannot ever 
altogether escape.105 The point was tragically illustrated during the 
devastating fires that Australia suffered at the end of 2019 and the be-
ginning of 2020 when the department of environment of the govern-
ment of South Australia took the decision to “destroy”—“in accordance 
with the highest standard of animal welfare”—up to ten thousand feral 
camels because the animals were competing directly with rural Indige-
nous communities for “scarce food and drinking water.”106 Humans and 
camels in this story are simply two earthly creatures competing for the 
same resources. Our encounter with the planet in humanist thought 
thus opens up a conceptual space for the emergence of a possible philo-
sophical anthropology that will be able to think capitalism and our 
species life together from both within and against our immediate hu-
man concerns and aspirations.

Political thought since the seventeenth century has been grounded in 
the idea of securing human life and property. This thought has remained 
constitutionally indifferent to human numbers—as it was after all the 
human individual who was the bearer of life, the possessor of rights, 
and, finally, the recipient of welfare. This indifference to total number 
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of humans translated into an indifference to the biosphere, the reigning 
assumption being that the globe was always resourced enough to sup-
port in perpetuity the human-political project no matter how demand-
ing humans became of the earth. But our encounter with the planet or 
the Earth system allows us to see how some of the basic assumptions of 
this tradition now stand challenged. The harder we “work” the earth 
in pursuit of the worldly flourishing of a great number of humans, the 
more we encounter the planet. If human institutions, technology, and 
profit seeking that have so far worked in tandem to “secure” human life 
expanded to a point whereby planetary cycles broke down, the seas 
got warmer and more acidic, forests vanished, biodiversity was stressed 
and species extinction hastened, the number of refugees in the world 
(now calculated to be around sixty-five million) likely trebled, the fre-
quency of “extreme weather” events increased, and the labor of humans 
and animals got displaced by the work of artificial intelligence, then a 
profound and tragic irony would reveal itself in such a course of hu-
man history. The institutions humans have used so far to secure human 
life have reached a point of expansion and development whereby that 
very fundamental premise of human politics—securing human life—is 
undermined. Late capitalism, in this sense, destroys the human-political 
project the world over. In such circumstances, there is surely the dan-
ger, as Latour points out, of a rebarbarization of the world, a prospect 
that many authoritarian leaders and parties today implicitly or explic-
itly embody and hold out.107

If the climate crisis of human flourishing brings into view planetary 
processes that humans in the past simply ignored, bracketed, or took for 
granted, it is reasonable to ask for an ethic that allows humans to de-
velop “everyday tactics for cultivating an ability to discern the vitality 
of matter.”108 But we also have to agree with Jane Bennett that such 
“attentiveness to matter and its powers will not solve the problem of hu-
man exploitation or oppression. . . . It can [only] inspire a greater sense 
of the extent to which all bodies are kin in the sense of [being] inextri-
cably enmeshed in a dense network of relations.”109 Posthumanism by 
itself cannot address the political. Any theory of politics adequate to the 
planetary crisis humans face today would have to begin from the same 
old premise of securing human life but now ground itself in a new philo-
sophical anthropology, that is, in a new understanding of the changing 
place of humans in the web of life and in the connected but different 
histories of the globe and the planet.

As the geologist Jan Zalasiewicz once observed, “It is hard, as hu-
mans, to have a perspective on the human race.”110 What indeed are 
the perspectives that ESS offers? Augustine turned to writing his Con-
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fessions when he realized that he had become a “question” for himself.111 
We could similarly ask, If one reads ESS as providing an (auto)biogra-
phy of humans when humans have become a question for themselves, 
what indeed is that question that motivates this narrative? The question 
itself remains unasked, but many second-order, derivative questions 
swim around in its gravitational field. Are humans now a “God species?” 
Should humans make kin with other nonhuman beings? Should human 
societies aim to become a part of the natural systems of the planet? Will 
the earth become an “intelligent” planet thanks to the integration of the 
technosphere and the biosphere? Such questions—not yet answerable 
yet gaining in force everyday—mark out how the category planet enters 
humanist thought, as a matter of human-existential concern, even as 
we come to realize that the planet does not address us in quite the same 
way as our older categories of earth, world, and globe. We will return to 
these questions toward the end of this book. The next part of the book, 
however, explores how this awakening to the scale of the planetary 
makes us rethink certain key themes in the global history of modernity 
and modernization.
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* 4 *

The Difficulty of
Being Modern

There is an important part of climate change discourse that, it may be 
said, sees itself as a continuation of the critique of the inequities of glob-
alization and is therefore quite compatible with Schmitt’s schema of ap-
propriation → distribution → production we discussed in the last chapter. 
This is the literature on “climate-justice” issues. But we need to modify 
the Schmittian schema in one important respect: with the warming seas 
and their rising levels, with increasing droughts and superstorms, and 
with refugee numbers swelled directly or indirectly by climate change, 
the struggle today is not just about distribution or justice, it is about 
appropriation as well, a subject that directly addresses security studies 
and international relations, touching on fundamental political questions 
about sovereignty. I could cite many examples to illustrate this point, 
but let me just quote Phillip Muller, the then ambassador of the Mar-
shall Islands to the United Nations, speaking to Columbia University’s 
newly set up Center for Climate Change and Law in the year 2009:

The seas are rising, and some decade—no one knows which country 
of the twenty-nine coral atolls and five islands, located midway be-
tween Hawaii and Australia, is going to be under water. When that 
happens, a number of novel legal questions will arise. If a country is 
under water, is it still a state? Does it still have a seat at the United Na-
tions? What becomes of its exclusive economic zone, and the fishing 
rights on which it depends for much of its livelihood? What countries 
will take its displaced people and what rights will they have when they 
arrive? Do they have any recourse against those states whose green-
house gas emissions caused this plight?1

In this quote, the impact of climate change raises all the issues that 
marked the Schmittian schema—of sovereignty and justice (distribu-
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tion), production (fishing rights), and appropriation (loss of land, ex-
clusive economic zones, refugees turning up elsewhere). The problem 
of justice is formulated here in political terms that belong to the his-
tory of globalization: would the nations and peoples suffering the im-
pact of climate change have “any recourse,” as the Ambassador put it, 
“against those states whose . . . emissions caused” their plight? At the 
heart of the climate problem, the justice question introduces the mat-
ter of “uneven development.” An anthropocentric concern all right, but 
one that is directly connected to debates about capitalist development 
and world markets.

But there is yet another concern of developing nations that underlies 
their complaints about the inequities of the impact of climate change 
and one that I consider crucial to the argument about the relationship 
between climate and global capital: this is the widespread desire for 
growth, modernization, development, whatever one calls it, in the less 
developed nations of the world. The question of development—in fact, 
the right to development—was at the center of the so-called climate-
justice debate that was initiated in 1991—a year after the first report of 
the IPCC was published—by the Indian environmental activists Anil 
Agarwal and Sunita Narain, whom we have met before. To my knowl-
edge, they were the first to propose that the national emissions of green-
houses gases (GHGs) be computed on a per capita basis. Agarwal and 
Narain objected to sweeping use of the word human—their immediate 
target a report of the World Resources Institute (WRI) on the “global 
environment”—and what they saw as the spurious “one world–ism” of 
the West.2 Agarwal and Narain saw all this as an “excellent example of 
environmental colonialism” that, they suspected, actually “intended” to 
“perpetuate the global inequality in the use of the earth’s environment 
and its resources” by blaming ‘developing countries’ for global warm-
ing” when “the accumulation in the earth’s atmosphere of these gases 
[GHGs] is mainly the result of the gargantuan consumption of the de-
veloped countries, particularly the United States.”3

For Agarwal and Narain, it was as though climate change was usher-
ing in a cruel and unfair “regime of historicity” that threatened to shut 
down the future that India and China saw themselves as pursuing as 
they became two independent nations in the late 1940s and more vig-
orously since the 1980s: an open vista of modernization that the United 
States and Soviet Union inspired after the Second World War.4

Many developing countries fear that the proposed climate convention 
[Rio 1992] will put serious brakes on their development by limiting 
their ability to produce energy, particularly from coal . . . , and under-
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take rice agriculture and animal care programmes. . . . The focus [in 
the West] today is on poor developing countries[,] and their miniscule 
resource use is frowned upon as hysteria is built up about their poten-
tial increase in consumption. . . . The dream of every Chinese to own a 
refrigerator is being described as a curse.5

Thus, the argument that came to be known as “climate justice” could 
also be seen as a strategy for bargaining, in effect, for a longer life for a 
developmental regime of historical time for nations like India and China 
(which is not to deny their point about climate justice).

One cannot debate the politics of climate change without looking at 
how issues of “development” affect subaltern modernizers of history. 
Take the simple question of the market for air conditioning in India. On 
October 12, 2016, negotiators from 170 nations met in Kigali, Rwanda, 
and agreed to phase out the use of heat-trapping hydrofluorocarbons 
(HFCs) used in making the cheapest air conditioners that aspirational 
families, often low in the social hierarchy, have begun to buy in coun-
tries like India. The air conditioners enable them to deal with summers 
that get hotter with every passing year. HFCs trap heat one thousand 
times more effectively than carbon dioxide.6

Economist Michael Greenstone reports in the New York Times that 
while 87 percent of US households have air conditioning, the figure for 
India is 5 percent (or 6–9 percent according to some others). Annually, 
Delhi currently gets five or six days when the average temperature goes 
above 95°F; by the end of the century the number of such days is ex-
pected to rise to seventy-five. The mortality effects of each additional 
day over 95°F “are 25 times greater in India than in the United States, 
where the use of air-conditioners reduced by 80 percent the number 
of heat-related deaths between 1960 and 2004.”7 In another New York 
Times article, Ellen Barry and Carol Davenport report that scientists 
claim “a surge in the use of HFC-fueled air-conditioners would alone 
contribute to nearly a full degree Fahrenheit of atmospheric warm-
ing over the coming century—in an environment where just three de-
grees of warming could be enough to tip the planet into an irreversible 
future of rising sea levels, more powerful storms and deluges, extreme 
drought, food shortages and other devastating impacts.” Yet this “surge” 
is exactly what is happening in India, where, according to the same re-
port, “the purchase of a first unit—not a second or a third—is driving 
growth.” “Every time government salaries are raised,” Barry and Daven-
port write, paraphrasing an Indian official, “air-conditioner purchases 
surge,” even among urban working-class families.8

Barry and Davenport’s report captures something of what we may 
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call, following Ranajit Guha, the “small voices” of contemporary his-
tory, the voices of those who have to deal with a warming world while 
expressing and pursuing their aspiration to social mobility and mod-
ernization.9 It is also necessary to keep in mind the subject of popula-
tion growth in India, especially in the cities. Globally, 50 percent of all 
the growth in human population between now and 2100 is supposed 
to come from eight countries, of which India and Pakistan are two 
(the others are all in Africa: Nigeria, Tanzania, Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Niger, Uganda, and Ethiopia).10 While on certain aspects of 
the population question, aspirations and gender-justice can indeed be 
brought in line with the larger task of democratically reducing popula-
tion through development—by ensuring women’s access to education, 
job opportunities, and contraception—there still remains the problem 
of the rapid development of megacities, a world that Mike Davis ap-
propriately christened a “planet of slums.”11 The overall population in 
India between 2001 and 2011 grew by about 17 or 18 percent. The city 
of Bangalore grew “a whopping 47 per cent, its density growing from 
2,985 people per square kilometer in 1991 to 4,378 in 2010. Delhi grew 
by 21 per cent between 2001 and 2011.”12

It is not surprising then to read that “a thrill goes down Lane 12, 
C Block, Kamalpur [Delhi] every time another working-class family 
brings home its first air-conditioner. Switched on for a few hours, 
usually to cool a room where the whole family sleeps, it transforms life 
in this suffocating concrete labyrinth where the heat reaches 117 de-
grees in May.” “You wake up totally fresh,” says Kaushilya Devi, a house-
wife. Her husband bought a unit last May. “I wouldn’t say we are middle 
class,” she adds, “but we are closer.” A bank manager, S. S. Pathak, is 
grateful that the air-conditioner enabled his children to study for their 
medical school entrance examination—they could now “manage late-
night study sessions without nodding off or being devoured by disease-
carrying mosquitoes.” Another interviewee, Sandhya Chauhan, and her 
family “live in two musty, windowless subterranean rooms, which turn 
stifling on summer nights, leaving six sweat-soaked adults to fidget, toss 
and pace until the morning”:

But it was never as awful as this May [2016], when the temperature 
crept so high that Mrs. Chauhan’s friends speculated that the earth was 
colliding with the sun. . . . After a doctor warned Mrs. Chauhan that 
heat exhaustion was affecting their oldest son’s health, her husband 
bought an air-conditioner on credit. . . . The purchase has changed the 
way they see themselves. . . . “Education is teaching people to take care 
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of themselves,” she said. “Now that we are used to air-conditioners, we 
will never go back.”13

These gendered, subaltern, aspirational voices make it clear that our 
sense of ordinary human flourishing and even of democracy in a warm-
ing world depends on making available to all energy that is cheap and 
plentiful. Arjun Appadurai’s insightful words on such everyday aspira-
tions bear repetition:

Aspirations to the good life are part of some sort of system of ideas . . . 
that locates them in a larger map of local ideas and beliefs about . . . 
life and death, the nature of worldly possessions, the significance of 
material assets over social relations, the relative illusion of social per-
manence for a society, the value of peace and warfare . . . local ideas 
about marriage, work, leisure, convenience, respectability, friendship, 
health, and virtue.14

Yet imagine the future that Kaushilya Devi and Sandhya Chauhan 
face as nations make the decision to switch over to alternatives for 
HFCs. The replacements, says Stephen Yurek, president of the Air-
Conditioning, Heating and Refrigeration Institute, are “more flam-
mable and toxic” and hence need better-designed and more expensive 
air-conditioning units and better-trained workers to install them. India 
has understandably asked for a slow transition: to delay the elimina-
tion of HFCs until 2031 and to phase it down to about 15 percent of 
2029 levels by 2050 provided there is some aid forthcoming from the 
developed countries whose experts say that it is crucial to ban HFC 
before the air-conditioning boom happens. In China, only 5 percent of 
urban residents had air conditioning in the 1990s; in ten years the figure 
rose to 100 percent.15 Greenstone comments on the obvious irony of the 
situation: “The very technology that can help to protect people from cli-
mate change also accelerates the rate of climate change.” But for now, 
“India is heavily focused on current residents who face risks that simply 
don’t exist in wealthy countries like the United States.”16 Whoever is 
prime minister of India in the coming decades will need the consent of 
the Kaushilya Devis and the Sandhya Chauhans of the country to fulfill 
India’s international obligations on HFCs.

The Posthuman and the Postcolonial

How do we square the reality of these popular aspirations that play 
out over electoral cycles and institutional politics with what scholarly 
voices from Earth System Science and from what we gather under the 
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rubric “posthumanism” tell us about an entangled world, distributed 
agencies, the role of planetary processes, the nonhuman, and so on? The 
ambassador of the Marshall Islands, whom I quoted earlier, may indeed 
speak of the islanders’ right to fish tuna in their exclusive economic zone 
of the sea, but think of the role of the tuna! The tuna, following chang-
ing gradients of oceanic temperatures, could very well decide to turn 
up in other waters more friendly to the logic of their habitation and re-
production.

A nonanthropocentric view of the world, as discussed in the previ-
ous chapter, is integral to Earth System Science, and therefore whether 
we speak of “capitalism in the web of life” or of the “Capitalocene,” it 
is difficult if not impossible to ignore—when considering the issue of 
climate change—the question of the agency of the nonhuman and the 
nonliving. It is not surprising at all that the planetary crisis of climate 
change should invite comment from those who broadly write under 
the rubric of posthumanism—Bruno Latour, Donna Haraway, Anna T. 
Sing, Jane Bennett, Rosi Braidotti, and others. Elizabeth Povinelli’s 
Geontologies, Déborah Danowski’s and Viveiros de Castro’s The Ends of 
the World, the political theorist William Connolly’s Facing the Planetary, 
Michael Northcott’s A Political Theology of Climate Change are attempts 
to generate a grammar of a new politics combining the agencies of 
humans and nonhumans.17 The epistemological appeal of this move 
toward a posthuman description of the world—and the desire to cre-
ate a corresponding sense of the political (think of Latour’s idea of the 
“parliament of things”)—is very well expressed indeed by Jane Ben-
nett in her book Vibrant Matter, where she describes the nature/culture 
distinction as giving us not so much a wrong as a “thin” description 
of the world. Posthuman studies—her book suggests, using creatively 
this Geertzian opposition between thick and thin—provide the much 
needed corrective of “thick” description: “Theories of democracy that 
assume a world of active subjects and passive objects begin to appear 
as thin descriptions at a time when the interactions between human, 
viral, animal, and technological bodies are becoming more and more 
intense.”18

Even if we conceded that views that look on agency as something 
distributed between humans and nonhumans do perhaps give us better 
descriptions of how the planet and life on it actually work, a critical 
question would still remain: Why do modern humans, in spite of this 
knowledge, remain more attached to the nature/culture distinction, 
that is, to what Bennett calls a “thin description” of reality? How does 
one account for the desire for modernity or so-called development—
or at least for the conveniences of modernization—among many if not 
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most humans everywhere? What is the relationship between the proj-
ects for modernization that were initiated in the third world by anti-
colonial modernizers of formerly colonized or “new” nations of the 
1950s and 1960s in Asia, Africa, the Pacific, and elsewhere, the desire 
for capitalist growth and progress in populous nations like India and 
China, and the climate crisis today?

The existing debate in the human sciences on climate change—even 
when it acknowledges (and it mostly does) the reasonableness of the 
“climate-justice” position—gives us no insight into the history of these 
third-world desires, why and how and through what kind of intellectual 
and social history development and progress came to be such valued 
notions in India, China, postcolonial Egypt, Indonesia, or Papua New 
Guinea. And not only desires. Technological domination of nature was 
experienced as masculinity far beyond the boundaries of the so-called 
West. Even in my own economically depressed history of the colonial 
Bengali-Hindu middle class, a talented, young, and later well-known 
poet Premendra Mitra (1904–1988), intoxicated by the seemingly tri-
umphant success of the labor of “Western humanity”—Arendt’s animal 
laborans—and taking it to represent the pinnacle of the history of human 
labor as a whole (notice the use of the word lazily in the poem)—thus ex-
ulted in human ravaging of the earth by portraying, in an entirely mas-
culine manner, the earth itself as wanting to be so ravaged:

The earth begs for the thrust of the plough
The ocean for the helm.
Metals, imprisoned in the palace of the Deep,
Pine away for [the touch of ] man.
The boisterous river wants to fall into chains,
Into bondage to the bridge.
No time, alas, to gaze
Lazily on the beauty of the world.19

Marxist critics who locate the roots of global warming in the story 
of global capitalism want to rename the Anthropocene and call it the 
Capitalocene or something else that alludes to its social genesis. But 
they are silent on the question of how or why visions of modernized 
futures came to seize the imagination of the middle and other classes 
of nations that were once colonies of European powers. If there is any 
agency of concrete humans in the Marxist literature on Capitalocene—
that is, agency in excess of what may be attributed to the abstract logic 
of capital—it belongs to industrial captains and elites in boardrooms 
and governments who make economic decisions and not to the elite, 
middle, or subaltern classes of Asia and Africa.20 In his Keynote lec-
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ture to the Millennium Conference of 2015, Bruno Latour explained hu-
manity’s willingness to pay this epistemological “price” (the nature/cul-
ture distinction) by referring to its practical “advantages”: “Of course, 
this price is worth paying in many situations. Great progress is made by 
those who localise parts, add relations, build mechanisms, link elements 
with cause and effect relations, and build a scale model of the whole set 
up. The advantage of such a procedure is not in question.”21

* * *
The nature/culture separation, or what amounts to an ontological sepa-
ration of the human from the nonhuman, results, as Latour points out 
in his classic We Have Never Been Modern, in certain projects of “purifi-
cation.” Modernity and the capitalist mode of production are indeed 
unthinkable with their accompanying processes, both intellectual and 
practical, of extracting out of “nature” various entities in their sup-
posed states of purity. This is what Jane Bennett refers to as working 
with a “thin description” of nature. Think of a commodity as elementary 
as “land.” When a piece of land is sold, it is sold as a piece of abstraction, 
a two-dimensional figure on a map devoid of, say, all the forms of life 
that inhabit it except maybe those of immediate monetary value to hu-
mans. Or think of metals and minerals. Seldom do they occur in nature 
in a pure form. And it is no wonder that petroleum plants have “distill-
eries”—the very name says it all. As Zalasiewicz and his colleagues say, 
pure or alloyed metals were

rare on prehuman earth, where gold and (less commonly) copper and 
iron were found to naturally occur in amounts that could be exploited. 
Commencing only in the Holocene . . . humans have isolated metals by 
smelting from their compounds, beginning with lead, silver, and tin 
(most copper and iron, too, had to be extracted from compound ores). 
In a burst of innovation from the late 18th to mid-20th century, most 
metals were isolated, including some never known to have existed 
previously in native form, such as magnesium, calcium, sodium, vana-
dium, and molybdenum and some that only occur rarely and in minis-
cule amounts, such as aluminium, titanium, and zinc.22

Novel metal alloys include bronze, brass, pewter, and iron-carbon 
alloys, “often with chromium, molybdenum, and other metals.” And this 
production of purity has also led to the prolification of what Latour calls 
“hybrids.” Humans have now produced a “wide range of synthetic min-
erals . . . novel forms of garnet . . . [and] crystalline materials” for use in 
lasers, such as boron nitride (Borazon), “an industrial abrasive.” Boron 
carbide is another such hybrid metal that is used in tank armor and 
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bulletproof vests, “while tungsten carbide is used as the balls in ball-
point pens.” The Inorganic Crystal Structure Database lists, write Zala-
siewicz and his colleagues, “more than 180,000 different types of ‘syn-
thetic’ mineral-like compounds” made by humans.23 One could also add 
to this list “Novel Human-Made Minerals” (at first, “human-mediated 
minerals”) often associated with mining (made “by weathering of min-
eral slags, crystallization from mine drainage systems, or precipitation 
on tunnel walls as well as corrosion products around archaeological arti-
facts”) and synthetic mineral-like compounds such as “mass produced 
ubiquitous building materials such as Portland cement” (the basis of 
concrete) and “clay-fired products such as porcelain and bricks.” Less 
voluminous but equally widespread are “technological crystals, includ-
ing those used in semiconductor devices, magnets, phosphors and other 
electronic applications.”24 Latour is absolutely right: the project of puri-
fication goes hand in hand with the proliferation of hybrids, a process 
that, as Latour argues, ultimately undercuts the very nature/society or 
nature/culture opposition that makes the projects of “thinning” nature 
or producing entities in a “pure” state possible at all.

All this is granted. But consider also this important point: if the 
desire for modernization/development of the vast non-Western middle 
classes were only a matter of utility, practical advantage, greed, or 
profit, this desire would simply seem crass and morally indefensible. 
One could then repeat with confident moral anger the aphorism as-
cribed to Gandhi that while there is enough in the world to fulfill every-
one’s needs, there was never enough to fulfill everyone’s greed—and be 
done with critiquing modernization. If that were all there was to devel-
opment and modernization, thinkers such as Amartya Sen (and Martha 
Nussbaum and others) would not have been able to build the famous 
“capabilities approach” to the problem or describe “development as 
freedom.”25 One needs to understand the ethical aspects of such desire 
if one is to plumb the depths of the human predicament today.

This is where, I suggest, the story of anticolonial, third-world mod-
ernizers has to be taken into account. Latour’s engagement with the An-
thropocene, for instance, has been grounded in his earlier critiques of 
what he memorably called “the Constitution of the Modern,” a peculiar 
constitution that, thanks to its absolute separation (let’s say, from the 
seventeenth century on) of nature from society, a version of the nature/
culture opposition, allowed the proliferation of a multitude of hybrids 
(things that were neither purely natural nor purely social) while deny-
ing the actual work of translation between the two poles that brought 
the hybrids into being and insisting that the hybrids were a mere mix-
ture—a mediation—of two separate and pure forms.26 It is not diffi-
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cult to see that the target of his criticism was clearly an entity he called 
“the West,” “the Occident,” “Western society,” and the arrogant schema 
of its nature-society separation that helped it to dominate what was 
outside of it and also its own population by fabricating the themes of 
modernity and modernization.

Latour suggests, through some cryptic remarks, that this West—
both the fabricator and a fabrication of the Modern—is not without 
history. What we have, however, are some very short, brilliant, and sug-
gestive formulations, such as the one arguing that the Constitution of 
the Modern has become burdened with its own contradictions. It is not 
difficult either to put some rough bookends to the story of the Con-
stitution of the Modern. Such bookends become visible from Latour’s 
narrative: starting from the time of the Boyle-Hobbes controversy (as 
reported by Shapin and Schaeffer) in the seventeenth century and run-
ning through to our present, the moderns have scaled up the produc-
tion of hybrids—of nature and culture—to such a degree that the con-
stitution dependent on the maintenance of this distinction is at a point 
of collapse. Climate change confirms the depth of this crisis. Of course, 
there are those who become the subjects of the modern’s constitution—
both in the colonies and in Europe. They tell us human history is much, 
much older than this constitution and also that, apart from the aspect 
of scale, none really has ever been modern, surely not those proclaim-
ing their modernity from rooftops. Latour’s project not only divests 
from any kind of Eurocentrism, it also divests from the claim that this 
Constitution of the Modern describes how the world actually works, 
the actual networks of entanglement that he tries to make visible in his 
magnum opus, An Inquiry into Modes of Existence.27

Latour’s project offers in many ways a profound critique of the world 
that the modern constitution has made possible. He proceeds by cri-
tiquing the nature/society opposition at the heart of this constitution 
and thus attempts to usher in a new world order—a parliament of 
things (hinted at in The Pasteurization of France, somewhat developed in 
We Have Never Been Modern, and fully presented in The Politics of Nature).28 
When Latour engaged with the Anthropocene and climate change—
at least in the first drafts of his Edinburgh lectures that he generously 
made public and shared with friends and colleagues—his canvas ex-
panded to take in James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis, which he dexter-
ously maneuvered to bring up the question of religion. This was com-
pletely legitimate—after all, Gaia was herself a religious figure. Latour 
staged a war between the people of Gaia who did not want to live by 
the Constitution of the Modern and those who did (the people of sci-
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ence). His thoughts went back to the period of “early modernity” by 
weaving his work through Hume’s work on “natural religion.” But the 
imaginary population of people who lived by “science” harked back to 
many of the themes familiar to Latour’s readers. Critiquing the Consti-
tution of the Modern is a project in favor of a more equal and substan-
tially—and not just formally—democratic world.29

I completely agree with Philippe Descola’s remark that “all in all,” 
Latour’s argument is “very convincing.”30 But where are the anticolo-
nial, late-modern, and the late-modernizing leaders of Asia and Africa—
the Nehrus, the Nassers, the Sukarnos, the Nyereres, the Senghors, the 
Frantz Fanons—in this story? Latour’s argument in We Have Never Been 
Modern and elsewhere remains founded on a face-off between “we 
moderns from the Western world” or “the Westerners [and] the Whites 
(whatever nickname one might wish to give them)” on the one hand 
and the Indigenous peoples of America on the other, especially as rep-
resented in Phillipe Descola’s ethnography of the Achuar people living 
on the border of Ecuador and Peru.31 Are we to assume that anticolonial 
leaders desiring to “catch up” with the West—a desire that still pro-
pels the politics of India and China (remember Deng Xiaoping’s “four 
modernizations” campaign?)—were simply advocating pale, unoriginal 
copies of their forerunners in the West—mimic, derivative desires con-
demned by history to repeat the West’s folly—so that critiquing Euro-
pean modernizers takes care of their cases as well? Latour does not dis-
cuss debates on modernity that have obsessed postcolonial critics, from 
Anthony Appiah to Homi Bhabha. What concerns him more is how the 
project of modernization is doomed to failure. In the sixth Edinburgh 
lecture on Gaia, he remarked, “If you can still dispute whether ‘we have 
never been modern’ or not, who now disputes that ‘we’ will never be 
able to modernize the earth for lack of the five planets (according to cal-
culations by ‘global hectares’) that would be needed to push our endless 
Frontier to the same level of development as North America?”32 Thus 
one might argue that while it may be true that many have until now de-
sired to be modern, it seems ecologically well-nigh impossible that we 
will ever get to a stage where every human being will partake equally 
of the benefits of modernization. There, irrespective of whether or not 
we have ever been modern, we will perhaps never be modern, or not all 
of us anyway!

Fair enough. But we are not going to make any headway in climate-
policy debates if we fail to understand why the nature/culture divi-
sion—that Latour, Bennett, Descola, and others rightly consider epis-
temologically unsound—found a fresh and original articulation in the 
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imagination of the colonized. It is precisely on this question, I think, 
that postcolonial criticism has some distinctive contributions to make 
to this discussion.

Unless we understand this dream of the colonized—who had been 
told to wait for self-rule until they were “modern” enough to deserve 
it—we will not understand the complaint, made in every colony but 
voiced famously by Aimé Césaire in the closing paragraph of the first 
chapter of his book on colonial discourse, that European colonial rule 
amounted to a promise that was deliberately left unfulfilled: “The proof 
is that at present it is the indigenous peoples of Africa and Asia who are 
demanding schools, and colonialist Europe which refuses them; that it 
is the African who is asking for ports and roads, and colonialist Europe 
which is niggardly on that score; that it is the colonised man who wants 
to move forward, and the coloniser who holds things back.”33 All anti-
colonial nationalisms, as Césaire highlights, were programmatically 
committed to modernization, the project of making the nation modern. 
Nehru, Nasser, Mao, Ho Chi Minh, Julius Nyerere, Sukarno, Leopold 
Senghor, Aimé Césaire—all were radical modernizers pedagogic in 
their relationship to their respective populations and idealist visionaries 
of what would turn out to be energy-guzzling human futures. Gigan-
tic in their own national contexts and inspired by a variety of models of 
economic development ranging from the American to the Soviet ones, 
these were men who embodied the desires of those in the world who, 
in the wake of the rise of European nations to world-dominant status, 
always wanted to be modern.34 Are they already accounted for, say, in 
the critical stance that informs Latour’s brilliantly polemical and pro-
found work? I think not.

Modernization and the Ethics of the Nature/Culture Distinction

Let me share with you some examples from Nehru’s statements to show 
how spiritual and idealistic was this passionate third-world desire for 
energy-intensive, mostly fossil-fuel-driven modernization. This was 
three or four decades before the currents of a consumerist globaliza-
tion swept through the world and about fifteen years away from the 
new social movements—including second wave feminism and the en-
vironmentalist movements—of the 1970s. Nehru saw from the begin-
ning of his term (1947) as the first prime minister of India that the fun-
damental problem to address in a country that had seen major famines 
under British rule till as late as 1943 was the availability of food grains.35 
Irrigation was essential to growing more food, and central to irrigation 
was the question of power. This made the Himalayan glaciers and all 
the rivers flowing out of them into India into some kind of a “standing 
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reserve” for Nehru. His first priority, he thought, was to dam the rivers 
to extract both irrigation water and electricity out of them. At a public 
meeting in Calcutta in 1949, Nehru spoke of the

big plans before us: . . . In two or three years we shall successfully com-
plete the river valley projects of Damodar Valley, Mahanadi Scheme, 
Bhakra Dam and others all over the country, from south to north, and 
that shall bring lakhs of areas under irrigation. With the completion 
of canals we shall produce more food and also electricity. So we shall 
solve our food problem in 5 to 7 years. But we have immediate plans 
also to solve the food problem. . . . We hope for an extensive and suc-
cessful agriculture in the Rajasthan desert after it gets canal waters. 
. . . That shall happen.36

The Himalayas where many of the glaciers are receding today have 
a fascinating presence in Nehru’s speeches. They appear at two levels 
of abstraction—as political and topographical maps in his prime min-
isterial office, and then as his imagination of them. He liked mountains 
in a romantic spirit, but the prime minister in him would push all those 
feelings aside—“I like the Himalayas myself; I like mountains and all 
that”—to make room for a more extractive vision of the hills: “When 
I see a map of India and I look at the Himalayan range . . . I think of 
the vast power concentrated there which is not being used, and which 
could be used, and which really could transform the whole of India 
with exceeding rapidity if properly utilized.” As a “source of power,” 
the mountains seemed most “amazing,” probably “the biggest source 
. . . in the world—this Himalayan range, with its rivers, minerals, and 
other resources.” That is why all the rivers issuing from the hills had to 
be “developed” for the progress of the nation. That is why he attached 
“more importance”—more than what his romantic sentiments urged—
“to the development of those big river valley schemes, dams, reservoirs, 
hydro-electric and thermal power and so forth, which, once released, 
will simply drive you forward.”37

This utilitarian but idealist abstraction of the hills would also de-
feat—at least in the prime minister in him—the scholar who had always 
displayed a romance of both “world history” and of Indian history in 
his two major books, Glimpses of World History, inspired in part by H. G. 
Wells, and a text that is still read in classes on the nationalist imagina-
tion, his classic The Discovery of India.38 “Look at the map of Asia and of 
India. It stares at me in my room and in my office, and whenever I look 
at it, all kinds of pictures come into my mind,” he said in a speech to 
the Central Board of Irrigation in December 1948. What kind of pic-
tures? By his own recounting, the first images that came to his mind 
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were not that of industrial progress but a much gentler picture “of the 
long past of our history, of the gradual development of man from the 
earliest stages, of great caravan routes, of the early beginnings of cul-
ture, civilization and agriculture, and of the early days when perhaps 
the first canals and irrigation works were constructed and all that flows 
from them.” But “then,” he said, marking an important caesura in his 
thinking, “I think of the future.” A future that, in a manner reminiscent 
of what Koselleck said about Neuzeit or the time of the modern, would 
derive its horizon of expectation not from the space of historical experi-
ence but somewhere else, a uchronia (in Derrida’s locution).39 When he 
thought of the future, Nehru said, his attention would be “concentrated 
on that huge block of massive mountains called the Himalayas which 
guard our north-eastern frontier.” “Look at them. Think of them,” he 
would exhort his listeners. “I know of no other place in the world which 
has as much tremendous power locked up in it as the Himalayas and the 
water that comes to the rivers from them. How are we to utilize it?”40

Time and again Nehru would return to this theme. “When I look at 
the map of India—I look at it very often—it stares me in the face in my 
office,” he said in his opening address at the twenty-third annual meet-
ing celebrating the silver jubilee of the Central Board of Irrigation and 
Power at New Delhi on November 17, 1952, “I often think not only of 
the fact that great mountain chain is a boundary of India, . . . not only 
that it rises up like a sentinel, not only that it has been the inspiration 
of so much of our culture and thought in the past, but I think also of 
that mighty chain being a suppressed source of vast energy. The energy 
flows out in great rivers coming from those mountains and watering the 
plains of India, running into the sea, then it takes the shape of minerals 
and the rest of it.” And then came his utopian bravura: “So it seems to 
me, here is a mighty reservoir of energy which if only we could utilize it 
to full purpose, what could we not do of it?”41

* * *
Science and technology would have had to be of central importance to 
such a vision. Speaking to an Industries Conference in Delhi on Decem-
ber 1947 (four months after independence, that is), Nehru said, “Many 
things contributed to the winning of the last war, but I think the final 
reasons were two, the amazing capacity of American industry and sci-
entific research.”42 As he famously did with dams, he designated Indian 
scientific laboratories, too, as her “modern temples”: “I look upon them 
[scientific laboratories] as temples of science built for the service of our 
mother land. . . . Service to science is real service to India—no, even to 
the whole world; science has no frontiers.”43 A year later, on Decem-
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ber 5, 1948, addressing the Nineteenth Annual Meeting of the Central 
Board of Irrigation, New Delhi, he reiterated this faith in science:

There was a time in the past . . . when it might have been said with 
some correctness that the world’s resources were really not enough to 
raise the standard of living of the population of the world to the extent 
desired. Now, I suppose it must be clear to the meanest intelligence 
that with proper utilization of the present resources of the world—
leaving out further development, or even leaving out the world if you 
like, we can raise the standard of India. This can be shown with a pen-
cil and paper. . . . We have to convert this vast potential into actuality.44

We would get the likes of Nehru or Mao or Nasser or Nyerere wrong 
if we thought of them as pragmatic people expressing a simple and 
naive faith in technocratic solutions to the problem of energy or water 
supply. Nehru saw the task of making the nation “advance” as nothing 
short of a spiritual mission, one that required both idealism and faith on 
the part of the technocrat—but a faith that went far beyond questions 
of technological effectiveness. What Nehru’s vision called for was faith 
in both the people of the country and in the project of modernization in 
the interest of unleashing popular energies in creating a nation. There 
are some telling anecdotes that Nehru himself recounts. Speaking to 
the Board of Irrigation and Power in December 1958, he recalled that 
he went, “four or five years ago,” to the Damodar Valley Corporation, 
where “an enthusiastic young engineer explained to me what they were 
doing.” Nehru was happy to see this man’s “interest excited” and noticed 
that there were “a few hundred men and women [around] carrying bas-
kets of earth on them.” He commented,

I asked the engineer, “Did you explain to them the reasons for what 
they were doing?” He said, “No.” I said, “Then you have not under-
stood your work at all. Your work is to explain to the ordinary worker 
what he is doing in the scheme.” . . . Later I called the hundreds of 
people who were carrying earth from one place to another. I said, 
“What are you doing?” They said, “We are taking this basket of earth 
from here to there.” They did not even know the immediate use of their 
works as part of a big scheme. . . . [Yet] those are the people who are 
going to profit ultimately when the scheme is ready. It is up to the per-
sonnel who are working in the Damodar Valley Corporation to see that 
the people of the whole area, the village and other places, know what 
they are doing.45

Faith was ultimately about faith in the project of modernization and 
faith in trusting it to the people of the nation. All the talk about dams 
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and laboratories being “temples” was about creating a secular religion 
of modernization. “No man can build or construct anything beautiful 
unless he has faith. See the magnificent cathedrals of Europe . . . the em-
bodiment of the faith of the builder,” Nehru said to his Irrigation Board 
in 1948. But “now we live in a different age. . . . [Our] public works 
should also be fine and beautiful, because there is that faith. So I would 
like you to work in that faith and you will find that if you work with the 
faith and that spirit, that will itself be a joy to you.”46 It is not accidental 
that so many of the speeches I quote here were made to engineers who 
worked in irrigation and power. “When I read the name of your board, 
the words ‘Irrigation and Power’ excite my mind,” Nehru remarked in an 
address to this group in 1952. This is why, he also explained in the same 
speech, the subject of irrigation or electricity was never “dry or dull” for 
him—it was “a subject of adventure and excitement and human prog-
ress.”47 “I should like you,” he further wrote, addressing “not only the 
big engineer, the middling engineer, but the small engineer,” to “convey 
something of the exciting approach to this problem to the workers there 
in the field. Make him realise that he is also working with live material 
even it might be stone or steel and that it will give birth to further life. 
Let him be the partner in this adventure which you are starting . . . [and] 
other results will follow. . . . The worker and the engineer will also prog-
ress and advance and become better men and women.”48

Of course, this spiritual, ethical, and idealist side of the developmen-
tal discourse rings hollow today—at least in an age of jobless growth 
and intelligent machines, third-world political leaders invoke it in bad 
faith. The current Indian prime minister, Narendra Modi, authored a 
book on climate change in 2011 when he was still the chief minister of 
the state of Gujarat.49 The rhetoric of the book that has been described 
as Modi’s “green autobiography”—an apt description since every good 
policy of the state of Gujarat is portrayed in the book as stemming from 
one person’s response to what he saw around him—is strikingly differ-
ent from Nehru’s.50 Science and technology do not appear here as agents 
of disruptive, utopian, revolutionary transformation of both spirit and 
matter. The message throughout the book is of harmony—with two suc-
cessive chapters carrying headings such as “small is beautiful” and “big 
is also beautiful.”51 The biggest harmony is, of course, that between an-
cient Hindu scriptures—the Vedas—and modern climate science, whose 
essentials had all been anticipated in the scriptures. “My views on the 
complementary relationship between man and nature,” writes Modi, 
“took definite shape when I studied the Prithvi-Sukta of the Atharva Veda 
during my college days. The sixty-three Suktas (couplets) composed 
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thousands of years ago, contain a whole spectrum of knowledge which 
is now being propounded under various scientific, academic and ana-
lytical banners during discussions of global warming, damage to earth’s 
environment and the resultant Climate Change.”52 Indeed, we could not 
be farther away from Nehru’s time and temperament.

But were the leaders of Nehru’s generation—all modernizers—
merely examples of Naipaul’s “mimic men,” half shadows of Western 
or European modernizers, devoid of any originality? Such a judgment 
would fail to understand the problem of “originality” as anticolonial na-
tionalism poses it—Partha Chatterjee’s powerful analysis of this genre 
of nationalism is instructive here—and would be completely oblivi-
ous of Homi Bhabha’s deeply insightful reworking of the categories of 
mimicry and ambivalence in colonial discourse.53 It would be to speak 
as if postcolonial criticism never happened or had nothing to say to our 
times.

Latour speaks of “provincializing modernity” as a European task: 
since Europe brought it about and spread it throughout the world, it is 
now the European intellectual’s task to “provincialize” it, to put it back 
in its proper place.54 But, as I argued in Provincializing Europe, Europe 
was not the only originator of modernity; third-world intellectuals who 
took heart from what they saw as the universal side of certain European 
ideas were cooriginators in the process. The global project of modernity 
got a second and original life in the hands of anticolonial modernizers.

The anticolonial desire to modernize was not simply a repetition of 
the European modernizer’s gesture. In fact, Nehru, like many other na-
tionalists of his generation, often—and self-consciously—addressed 
this question of mimicking, of simply aping the West. Addressing the 
Engineering Association of India at New Delhi on December 28, 1962, 
less than two years before he died, he said, “we have to keep to our 
roots but at the same time it is equally obvious that no country in the 
world today can succeed in any sense of the word without understand-
ing what the new world is—the new world of science, technology, etc.” 
This was the dilemma every anticolonial modernizing nationalist faced. 
Here is Nehru again, continuing on the problem:

You will see that in the last 200 years or so great differences have 
arisen in various countries of the world; in the countries of Asia and 
Europe because Europe had what is called the Industrial Revolution 
and is continually having that revolution which is changing the life of 
human beings and the life of groups and societies. And which is not 
only bringing a measure of well-being to those people . . . [it is also] 
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strengthening the various nations. . . . We have to find some way of 
combining the two—a synthesis between what we consider of value 
in the old and what we consider of value in the new. Mere attempt to 
copy other countries is not good enough.55

This was not the self-image of a mimic man.
India, the third or fourth (depending on how you count) largest 

emitter of greenhouse gases, is especially vulnerable to the impacts of 
climate change. Yet what drives politics in India is not the “planet” of 
planetary global warming but the “globe” of globalization—a revolu-
tion of aspiration across classes that has been engendered by political 
democracy, postcolonial development, and the more recent liberaliza-
tion of the economy and the media. Up until the time the climate prob-
lem became a topic of general discussion, social scientists welcomed 
this aspirational revolution as a sign of further democratization of the 
world, a step toward more justice between humans.56 The history of 
this outlook must go back to the secular ethic of care for the well-being 
of fellow citizens that the twentieth-century anticolonial drive toward 
modernization embodied. Listen once again to Nehru in praise of in-
dustrialization from a passage that we quoted above: “[it] . . . is bringing 
a measure of well-being to . . . people.” The very subject of economics, 
especially welfare economics, emerged in the early part of the twenti-
eth century as this art (or “science,” as many economists then believed 
and still do!) of scaling up and governmentalizing this ethic of care. For 
instance, introducing the 1929 third edition of his book The Economics of 
Welfare, A. C. Pigou said,

The complicated analyses which economists endeavour to carry 
through are not mere gymnastic. They are instruments for the better-
ing of human life. The misery and squalor that surround us, the in-
jurious luxury of some wealthy families, the terrible uncertainty over-
shadowing many families of the poor—these are evils too plain to be 
ignored. By the knowledge that our science seeks it is possible that 
they may be restrained. Out of the darkness light! To search for it is the 
task, to find it perhaps the prize, which the “dismal science of Political 
Economy” offers to those who face its discipline.57

Indeed, whether we look at the economist Theodore Schultz’s 
market-based idea of “human capital” that he propounded in Febru-
ary 1959 in his Sydney A. and Julia Teller Lecture at the University of 
Chicago—which began by acknowledging that “our political and legal 
institutions have been shaped to keep man free of bondage” and our 
shared abhorrence of slavery—or at Amartya Sen’s later idea of “devel-
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opment as freedom” rooted in giving a person the capability “to pro-
mote her ends,” we are looking at a family of ideas that go back to Euro-
pean discussions of modernity as freedom that anticolonial leaders like 
Tagore, Gandhi, Nehru, Fanon, Nyerere, and others renewed and re-
invigorated for their own purposes.58 Economic growth and distribution 
of welfare seemed to be the best bearer of this ethic of care when such 
ethic had to be scaled up for communities as large and as impersonal as 
the nation. We don’t understand the Sandhya Chauhans and Kaushilya 
Devis—or the legitimacy of their voices—today without remembering 
the desire for modernization and human flourishing that anticolonial 
nationalisms nurtured and disseminated.

The Difficulty of Being Modern

It is not always possible for humans to transition smoothly from being 
attached to a human-dominant order of life to being one species among 
many. While there may be specific areas of life—such as women’s re-
productive rights—where the language of freedom meshes nicely with 
what seems ecologically desirable, this cannot be assumed for all as-
pects of human life, as the story of air conditioning in India demon-
strates. The predicament of the political thinker, I suggest, is deeper. 
The insights of the proponents of the Capitalocene and the posthuman-
ists are important and have to be taken on board, but we need to go be-
yond the story of original “sins” of capital/labor and nature/culture dis-
tinctions to understand the human attachment to “thin descriptions” of 
nature and thus to modernization. While it could be argued that it is im-
portant to inaugurate a regime of politics that took the nonhuman seri-
ously irrespective of whether or not humans could act as spokespersons 
for the nonhuman, the conversation will not proceed very far without 
negotiating the desire to be modern that anticolonial ideologies of the 
twentieth century expressed and that came to shape postcolonial and 
postimperial formations of politics in so many parts of the world. And 
these desires were stoked by a global-imperial and expanding universe 
of travel, exposure, and cosmopolitan conversations that were in turn 
made possible by the extensive use of energy extracted from fossil fuel. 
For after all, and for all their criticisms of industrial civilization, where 
would a Tagore or a Gandhi be if there had not been any railways, steam 
ships, and printing presses—all manifestations, in their times as in ours, 
of the enduring power of King Coal and his heirs?
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Planetary
Aspirations

Reading a  Suicide in India

On January 17, 2016, Rohith Vemula, doctoral student at the Univer-
sity of Hyderabad, son of a Dalit mother and a low-caste father, took 
his own life in protest against the university authorities who penalized 
him for his Dalit student activism. By ending his short and promising 
life, Vemula made a political-ethical statement with his body; his sui-
cide note reflected on the low-caste/Dalit body itself within a utopian 
cosmos. The “value of a man” in the society he had lived in—wrote 
Vemula in his parting note—had always been “reduced to his immedi-
ate identity and nearest possibility.” “To a vote,” he said, or “to a num-
ber. To a thing. Never was a man treated as a mind. As a glorious thing 
made up of stardust. In [e]very field, in studies, in streets, in politics, and 
in dying and living.”1 Vemula leaves us with two ways of transcending 
the “untouchable,” stigmatized Dalit body: one is by transcending the 
body altogether, by treating every human being as a “mind” without 
reference to his or her socially marked body; the other by taking away 
the “individual” body of the person and connecting it to the material 
that makes up our universe—ancient atomic and subatomic particles, 
Vemula’s “stardust,” that circulate through our and other bodies in the 
cosmos all the time. The second perspective was not simply a matter 
of rhetorical flourish. He was a student of science and an avid reader 
of Carl Sagan; he even quoted Sagan in one of his Facebook posts as 
saying, “Our species needs, and deserves, a citizenry with minds wide 
awake and a basic understanding of how the world works.”2 Sagan’s 
reference to the “species” gestures toward a very long-term and col-
lective history of Homo sapiens and its journey through time, while his 
phrase “how the world works” points us toward questions about where 
humans fit into the story of how the planet functions as a quasi-systemic 
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entity connecting the human with the nonhuman and the living with 
the nonliving.

It was as if Vemula had read the opening sentences of the last chap-
ter of Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason, words that also are engraved on 
the philosopher’s tombstone in Kaliningrad.3 “Two things fill the mind 
with ever more and increasing wonder and awe,” Kant wrote, “the often 
and the more steadily we reflect on them: the starry heavens above me 
and the moral law within me.” He might not have agreed with Kant’s 
interpretation of the starry heavens—the “former view of a countless 
multitude of worlds annihilates my importance as an animal creature,” Kant 
wrote. Vemula thought of himself as made up of “glorious stardust,” not 
animality. But he might have agreed with Kant’s interpretation of the 
moral law—Vemula’s view of man as a “mind”—that “infinitely,” wrote 
Kant, “raises my worth as that of an intelligence by my personality,” by 
revealing “a life independent of all animality[,] . . . a final destination . . . 
which is not restricted to the conditions and boundaries of this life but 
reaches into the infinite.” In their thinking, however, they both subordi-
nated to reason the creaturely nature of the body. The two worlds, Kant 
thought, could be connected by the work of reason.4 Reading Vemula’s 
dying statements in the light of the Anthropocene hypothesis allows us 
to reassign importance to the creaturely connections of the human and 
to demonstrate at the same time the difficulty of bringing these connec-
tions within the emancipatory realms of the political.

My point of departure here comes from some stimulating and gen-
erative reflections Martha Nussbaum has made on stigmatization and 
the emotion of disgust as they feature in the philosophy of modern, 
mainly American, law.5 It is not the specifics of her arguments that con-
cern me here—though some of her conclusions, such as that we should 
be skeptical about “relying on [disgust] as a basis for law” since “disgust 
has been used throughout history to exclude and marginalize groups” 
may well apply to India—but points where her thoughts touch on the 
evolutionary psychology of humans. Of course, Nussbaum does not 
elaborate on these points even when she broaches them, as they are 
often points she needs to both recognize and bracket in order to pro-
ceed with her own exposition. But those are often the points that inter-
est me in this chapter. So it would probably be more accurate to say that 
my argument forms itself, as it were, on the margins of Nussbaum’s text 
by following up on what she acknowledges but does not feel obliged to 
pursue.

Nussbaum acknowledges, for instance, that the emotion of “disgust” 
probably entails elements that belong to a deep history of the human 
species, including “magical ideas of contamination, and impossible as-
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pirations to purity, immortality, and nonanimality, that are just not in 
line with human life as we know it.” Disgust may have played, she sug-
gests, a “valuable role in our evolution,” and it is not just possible but 
indeed “very likely” that it plays “a useful function in our current daily 
lives.” Perhaps its function of “hiding from us problematic aspects of our 
humanity is useful: perhaps we cannot easily live with too much vivid 
awareness of the fact that we are made of sticky and oozy substances 
that will all too soon decay.”6 “Some self-deception,” she writes, “may 
be essential in getting us through a life in which we are soon bound for 
death, and in which the most essential matters are beyond our control.” 
Nussbaum leaves it there, as her main purpose in the book is to call 
for “a society where such self-deceptive fictions do not rule in law and 
in which—at least in crafting the institutions that shape our common 
life together—we admit that we are all children [i.e., equals without a 
father figure] and that in many ways we don’t control the world.”7

Nussbaum also leaves aside—logically, from her perspective—
questions of emotions that may be shared between humans and other 
animals: “I have said that emotions are ‘human experiences,’ and of 
course they are that; but most contemporary researchers, and many in 
the ancient world, also hold that some nonhuman animals have emo-
tions, at least of certain types. . . . I shall leave that issue to one side for 
now, however, focusing on the human emotions that are the standard 
material of law.”8 Nussbaum’s thoughts are focused on the human alone, 
and—as with many other liberal thinkers—she thinks of principles that 
could potentially be applicable to every individual human being irre-
spective of the total number of humans on the planet. Nussbaum pro-
ceeds—rightly, again, from her perspective—from the assumption of 
“equal worth of persons, and their liberty,” for her attention remains 
focused on human flourishing, that is, on elaborating some “core” legal 
principles that she considers essential for the flourishing of all individual 
humans whose lives are governed by institutions that subscribe to lib-
eral principles.9 Nussbaum’s thoughts are anthropocentric by choice.

The “Dalit question” in India, or the persistence in modern Indian 
institutions of the old problem of “untouchability” in new forms, illus-
trates at once why both Nussbaum’s critique and rejection of disgust as 
a basis for social management and why Carl Sagan’s view of the human 
body as “stardust” (as Vemula summarized it) are both relevant concerns 
today. They are relevant, but they are also somewhat at odds with each 
other. In the Brahmanical scheme of things, the body of the “untouch-
able” person was considered untouchable precisely because it was in-
vested with a certain degree of disgust-arousing significance. This dis-
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gust was the emotional source of the marginalization and oppression of 
the Dalit. From Nussbaum’s position, rejecting such a degrading con-
struction of the human body in favor of the individualized body that 
underwrites the “equal worth of persons” principle is one way to over-
come the Dalit’s body. And it perhaps speaks to Vemula’s complaint 
that the Dalit could never be seen as someone who had overcome his/
her body, and thus, as he put it, demanded to be seen “as a mind.” The 
body as “a glorious thing made up of stardust,” however, is a construc-
tion that sees the human/Dalit body as connected to everything else in 
the cosmos, to its ancient past and its present. The view here is neither 
anthropocentric nor one that individuates the human body. While in 
Nussbaum’s view human flourishing refers to conditions under which 
all individual humans can potentially flourish, the body as “stardust” 
dissolves the individual body into some connected view of the physical 
universe and goes beyond the question of human flourishing. The use 
of the adjective glorious by Vemula in describing this view of the body 
perhaps signifies the majesty and miraculous nature of the body as it ap-
pears at least to Vemula’s scientific eyes. He clearly saw this as another 
powerful way to escape in imagination the limits violently imposed on 
his “low-caste,” Dalit-identified body.

In this chapter, I propose a reading of “the Dalit body”—admittedly 
an abstract construction about which I will have more to say shortly—
by placing such a body at the intersection of the two different tradi-
tions of thought that I have collected under the signs of Nussbaum and 
Sagan. What I have called here the planetary age carries a complexity 
that marks the present moment in human history. It is this: while we can-
not not think of human flourishing and questions of justice between hu-
mans as we move deeper into the present century, pursuing these ques-
tions with no reference to how individual human bodies are connected 
to nonhuman elements on the planet—both living and nonliving—can 
in the end imperil human flourishing itself. The overlaps between the lit-
erature on climate change and Earth System Science convince me that 
with the number of humans on the planet today, we need to be increas-
ingly more aware of these connections even as we pursue our own flour-
ishing. That we are made up of “sticky and oozy substances that will all 
too soon decay” may have to become a part of our everyday awareness. 
Not only that. The point that not humans but microbial and other small 
forms of life constitute both by weight and numbers the bulk of life on 
the planet and are central to the drama of life—from the production 
of soil to the internal workings of the human body, not to speak of the 
maintenance of the share of oxygen in the atmosphere—may have to be 
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assigned, as the climate crisis unfolds, the status of a salutary fact that 
humans will need to keep in mind in thinking about planetary condi-
tions that make our existence and flourishing possible.10

The Dalit body, as imagined in the oppressive Brahmanical schema, 
is marginalized because of its forced contact with death and waste mat-
ter; however, it is also one example—bracketing for the moment the 
relations of oppression that upper castes have built around it—of the 
human body imagined as intrinsically connected to the nonhuman and 
the nonliving. We could find similar, and probably a lot more benign, 
examples in the older religious myths of Native Americans, American 
Indians, tribes in India and Africa, and of the Australian Aboriginals 
with the crucial difference, of course, that in the context of caste, Dalits 
were marginalized and oppressed precisely because of such perceived 
connections.11 Rohit Vemula clearly found in the planetary conception 
of the human body—the human as inextricable from other forms of 
life and nonlife—an emancipatory horizon of thought. What I do in 
this chapter is show how difficult it still is to “politicize” this connected 
figure of the human and why the force of Vemula’s emancipatory aspi-
rations remain more poetical than political (in contemporary terms).

The Invisibility of the Dalit Body

The phenomenology of the Dalit body, as Sundar Sarukkai has argued, 
clearly lies in the Dalit—and the Brahman, too, in a perverse manner—
being deprived of something profoundly important to human beings, 
the touch of other humans.12 Matters of bodily comportment and per-
formance thus play a crucial role in the history of “untouchability” in 
South Asia. One cannot theorize “untouchability” without theorizing 
the body and its cultural location in the history of oppression of Dalits 
in the subcontinent.

Yet there is a certain kind of forgetfulness about this body that marks 
the vast and otherwise learned literature on caste and untouchability 
in India. Symptomatic of this, I now think, was the invisibility of the 
“Dalit question” even in as self-consciously radical a project as Subaltern 
Studies. Most if not all of Ranajit Guha’s examples of acts of physical 
domination and subordination in everyday life in rural India in his clas-
sic book, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India (1983) 
came from literature on caste, but caste was almost an absent category 
in his—and later our—analytical framework. It was not as though we 
did not know about caste and its terrible inequities, but caste was subli-
mated into the categories “peasant” and “class” in the interest of a histo-
riography that was meant to advance a politics of revolutionary trans-
formation of Indian society, a transformation we understood through 
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the prism of a Marxist outlook, however dissident and democratic its 
spirit may have been. The subject of humiliation by members of upper 
castes in everyday Indian life was an embodied subject—sporting a 
moustache, carrying an umbrella, wearing shoes or breast cloth gave 
affront to members of dominant groups in particular societies and 
elicited a violent response of abuse and torture. The humiliated body 
was marked by caste and its rules of exclusion, yet caste was what we 
did not discuss in Subaltern Studies for a very long time until criticisms 
from the likes of Kancha Ilaiah made us aware of this serious gap in our 
intellectual endeavor.13

True, traditional Marxist categories are often blind to “caste” and 
tend to fold it into the category “class,” but that problem had already 
been recognized as such by the time Subaltern Studies came to be pub-
lished. So why did we, academics working on South Asia with most of us 
having grown up and experienced caste in its multiple manifestations in 
different parts of the subcontinent, not recognize caste oppression for 
what it was—a form of oppression whose logic of humiliation and ex-
clusion expressed itself through the materiality of embodied practices? 
There are, of course, many factors that contributed to this general eli-
sion of the centrality of the Dalit body in narratives of Dalit suffering. 
One could point to the plethora of caste studies in the 1960s and 1970s 
that aimed at highlighting facts about social mobility within the caste 
“system” in order to dispute the European canard that the so-called 
caste system was a straitjacket that held people inevitably confined to 
the caste ( jati) into which they were born.14 The category “caste” be-
longed here to an emerging discipline of Indian sociology. Dalits and the 
question of untouchability were folded into the problem of caste, and 
caste—like race (though many argued caste was not race, and there was 
ae entire CIBA foundation volume dedicated to this question alone)—
was seen as a form of inequality that democracy, socialism, or sheer 
market or developmental logic were meant to take care of in the end.15

There was also an idealistic strain in criticisms of caste-related op-
pression that portrayed a “spiritual” history of India or Hinduism by 
emphasizing the emancipatory potential of the Bhakti movement— 
a devotional form of religion that borrowed antihierarchical elements 
from both Hindu and Islamic sources—in a gesture calculated to give 
the egalitarianism of Indian democracy a deep historical genealogy. In 
modern discussions of this literature, the problem of the body of the 
Dalit was often converted into a problem of the spirit—a matter of con-
sciously or unconsciously held attitudes that could be spelled out and 
questioned in religious texts. This was a civilizational narrative of India 
in which certain Indic texts are seen as having prefigured solutions to 
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problems that the nascent Indian democracy born after 1947 would 
have to face. One good example are the Patel lectures the famous San-
skrit scholar Raghavan delivered in Delhi in 1964 at the invitation of 
Indira Gandhi, who was then the minister of information and broad-
casting. In these lectures, Raghavan took his audience through an en-
lightening tour of the various phases of the Bhakti movement from the 
sixth to the seventeenth centuries in India to paint, as John Stratton 
Hawley puts it, “a sweeping panorama of India’s democratic instincts 
as they existed before the word ‘democracy’ was coined.”16

The blindness to the problem of the body was not just a question of 
how—that is, through what methods—we discussed caste. There was 
more to it. I left India when I was 27. In those twenty-seven years of 
growing up in India, I never heard a single argument—either in school 
or at home or in social conversations—defending the practice of “un-
touchability,” and yet it remained in everyday life in various forms, 
some more subtle than others. Of course, knowledge mattered. Know-
ing about a problem usually leads to action or policy calculated to ad-
dress it. Hence the various measures India has taken so far to address 
the problem of untouchability, beginning of course with the remark-
able step of pronouncing it illegal in independent India. Yet discrimina-
tion—and practices based on age-old assumptions about the body of 
the Dalit—never really ceases. Why?

Here we need to make a distinction, it seems to me, between, say, par-
ticular practices of discrimination and something we may call “preju-
dice.” We become cognitively aware of discriminatory practices and 
seek to explain them with the various knowledge systems at hand. This 
is how the various disciplines of history, anthropology, or law would 
create out of the changing realities of caste their particular object of 
research and investigation. These knowledge systems, at the same time, 
also suggest steps for remedial action that may lie in the realms of legis-
lation, economy, politics, or even in consciously held attitudes. Preju-
dice is something different. It refers to the judgment you make of some-
one before you consciously judge them—it is in that sense, pre-judice, 
as Gadamer explains in Truth and Method.17 These we imbibe from the 
earliest phase of our childhood as we come into the symbolic order 
and as grown-ups explain the world to us and guide us into it, as they 
necessarily have to. Prejudice becomes part of habitus (to switch from 
Gadamer to Bourdieu). Oftentimes you see the knowledge/prejudice 
split in the same person, or, if my logic is right, probably in all of us.

In the interest of time and space, let me illustrate this point with the 
help of an autobiographical anecdote. I apologize for making autobiog-
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raphy stand in for ethnographic research, but then twenty-seven con-
tinuous years in one place is much longer than the time an anthropolo-
gist would typically spend in the field over his/her entire life. So perhaps 
I can claim a certain right to speak as a native-turned-ethnographer. 
When I was growing up in Calcutta in the 1950s, there was a very fa-
mous Bengali poem on the figure of the sweeper included in my school 
text. It was a stridently antiuntouchability poem beginning with lines 
that Bengalis of my generation can still recite from memory: “Ke bole 
tomare, bondhu, asprishya ashuchi?” (Who dares to call you untouch-
able and impure, my friend?). Satyendranath Datta, the grandson of the 
famous nineteenth-century rationalist Akshaykumar Datta, wrote it.18 
Datta died young at 39 in 1922. He was an ardent admirer of Gandhi, so 
the poem probably was composed in the years after Gandhi came back 
to India permanently in 1915. The poem clearly had a long life. Gandhi 
began the publication of his journal against untouchability, Harijan 
(1933), with an English translation of this poem by Rabindranath Tagore, 
and the original Bengali version turned up in my school text some forty 
years later. My mother, who was a teacher of Bengali literature in a high 
school, would teach me the poem explaining with much sincerity and 
fervor the injustice of untouchability and how its every precept did vio-
lence to any fundamental principles of human equality and justice. Yet 
every morning, Lakshman, a Bihari Dalit appointed by the city corpo-
ration to sweep our neighborhood clean, would moonlight by cleaning 
the lavatories of the houses of our streets. (Both of these were standard 
practices then: the city authorities would invariably appoint Dalits to 
do sweepers’ work, probably a practice even today, and the sweepers in 
turn would making additional money by taking up private employment 
during their official working hours.) My parents had a good relationship 
with Lakshman—he would leave with them his money and other valu-
ables whenever he went home on leave—and never treated him as an 
untouchable person during these social visits. But every morning when 
he came into our house as a sweeper wielding a large, wet, and drip-
ping jhadu (broomstick) with which he cleaned our lavatory, my mother 
would scramble to ensure that nothing—no draperies or pieces of fur-
niture—was touched by him or the jhadu, producing in the process quite 
a panicky commotion in the household. Lakshman himself would also 
walk around assuming a stiff and awkward bodily posture at these mo-
ments, taking care to maintain a “proper” distance between his body 
with the jhadu and the furniture and the people of the household so that 
upper-caste sensitivities about waste matter and pollution were not in 
any way offended. Richer households would actually build a separate 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/8/2021 10:32 AM via UNIV OF CHICAGO. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



122 	 C h a p t e r  F i v e

entrance, sometimes even a separate spiraling staircase, for the use of 
the sweeper.

Growing into my high school years, I came to think of this everyday 
event as expressive of some kind of hypocrisy on my mother’s part. Per-
haps she really did not believe in what Datta’s poem said, the message of 
which she would explain to me by way of teaching me the right values 
of India’s egalitarian democracy? I realized later that I was perhaps 
wrong. My mother was sincere in explaining to me the injustice of un-
touchability. What was in evidence on Lakshman’s entering our house 
was prejudice in the Gadamerian sense: my mother’s deeply Brah-
manical sense of her own body was perhaps revolted by the thought 
that Lakshman and his jhadu dripping with water that may been used 
to clean fecal matter—an extended untouchable body, really—might 
come into contact with anything in our household. The point was not 
about hygiene. It was about the body of the Dalit qua Dalit. Formal 
knowledge of the oppression of Dalits historicizes or sociologizes the 
figure of the Dalit. Once you know the historical context that aids the 
exploitation of Dalits, you evolve policies aimed at changing the con-
text of Dalit lives. But prejudice—the judgment you have before you 
deliberately judge—reproduces a structure with time constituting a 
very long and stable present.

The Dalit Body as Inscription and Abstraction

The “Dalit body” I mention here is, as I have already said, an abstrac-
tion. Since this abstract figure may be mistaken for an essentialist, Ori-
entalist, or static view of the body of the Dalit on my part—as a denial 
of history, that is—let me begin with a full acknowledgment of the em-
pirical fact that on the ground there is perhaps no one who can corre-
spond to “the Dalit” of my description. On the ground, there are only 
the bodies of the members so many different jatis that were traditionally 
considered “untouchable.” As the Australian scholars Oliver Mendel-
sohn and Marika Vicziany once observed, “the Untouchables are orga-
nized into jatis just as other Hindus are”—“Chamar, Bhangi, Dhobi, Pu-
laya, Paswan, Madagi are some of the many hundreds of Untouchable 
jatis scattered through every region of India.” And they added, “At the 
local level everyone knows that there are particular Untouchable castes, 
rather than Untouchables in general.”19 Dalit intellectuals have them-
selves related sometimes how much being treated as an “untouchable” 
was a function of time and place, that is, dependent on the opportunism 
and selfish interests of the higher castes. A. Shukra (a pseudonym), born 
in Pune to Panjabi parents belonging to the Ravidasi (worshippers of 
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Ravidas) caste of Chamars, mentions in an autobiographical essay how 
the treatment his family received at the hands of their social superiors 
varied from their time in the village when they would not be allowed 
to use the water pots of upper castes to the time when he had acquired 
education and his services were needed by the same social superiors. 
The “rules of untouchability,” he found out, “were complex and hypo-
critical.”20

This empirical diversity and the various historical changes are not 
denied by the conceptual exercise I undertake here. My treatment of 
the Dalit body is somewhat like Frantz Fanon’s treatment of the “black 
body” in his Black Skin, White Masks. The “black man” has no corpo-
real schema, suggested Fanon, using Hegel and Merleau Ponty, mean-
ing that the “black man” could never forget his blackness; he could not 
ever forget the color of his limbs or backside, like “humans” do when in 
everyday being or when they are asleep, say. The black person’s sense 
of his body is always refracted through a third-person consciousness: 
“In the white world the man of color encounters difficulties in the de-
velopment of his bodily schema. Consciousness of the body is solely a 
negating activity. It is a third-person consciousness.”21

This body of the “black man” that Fanon discussed may have been 
empirically unavailable for the purpose of verifying his proposition. It 
is possible that the “black men” Fanon knew, including his own empiri-
cal self, were entirely capable of losing all consciousness of the color of 
their skin while asleep. But that was not Fanon’s point. His abstraction, 
the “black body,” was central to a certain structure of racist oppres-
sion he wanted to make visible. The “Dalit body” as employed here is a 
similar construction. I use it to make a point about how we might think 
about the human body and its completely porous relationship to its so-
called environment. The empirical variations in the history of the differ-
ent groups of Dalits who now constitute India’s scheduled castes do not 
concern me here. For whatever the elements of plurality and variation 
in the history of untouchability in Indian social history, the body would 
have to be central to the phenomenon itself. The practices that tend to 
make a human being “un-touch-able” focus on the body of the person 
concerned: it is their touch, shadow, their bodily signs and excretions, 
their food, and so forth, that were and are seen as polluting.

Louis Dumont’s classic study of caste, Homo Hierarchicus, is helpful 
here. “It is clear,” wrote Dumont, “that the impurity of the Untouch-
able is conceptually inseparable from the purity of the Brahman. . . . 
In particular, untouchability will not truly disappear until the purity 
of the Brahman is itself radically devalued; this is not always noticed.” 
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Dumont continues to comment on the centrality of the association be-
tween the cow and death in the constitution of the defiling nature of the 
untouchable person:

It is remarkable that the essential development of the opposition be-
tween the pure and the impure in this connection bears on the cow. . . . 
The murder of a cow is assimilated to that of a Brahman, and we have 
seen that its products are powerful purificatory agents. Symmetrically, 
untouchables have the job of disposing of the dead cattle, of treating 
and working their skins, and this is unquestionably one of the main 
features of untouchability.22

Dumont’s powerful study has been much criticized in the literature 
on caste, and we do not have to debate either his propositions or his 
methods. But a sharp memory of the body he describes—mediated 
sometimes by the reminiscences of a person no less than the great Am-
bedkar himself—animates Gopal Guru’s powerful efforts to conceptu-
alize the experience of being Dalit. “During the Peshwa rule in [early] 
nineteenth-century Pune,” recalls Guru, “the Brahmins forced the un-
touchables to tie an earthen pot around their neck and a broom around 
their waist. The pot was to spit in and the broom to erase their foot-
prints that were also considered polluting.” Mahars, the untouchable 
caste that Ambedkar belonged to, were expected to carry sticks with 
bells attached to them so that the “noise of the bell would communicate 
the undesirable arrival of untouchables in the main village.” This past is 
not quite dead for Guru. “Thus,” he remarks, “the Peshwa rule seems to 
have developed the prototype of today’s biometric techniques,” render-
ing Dalit bodies into inscribed surfaces.23

A Reading for the Anthropocene

Let me thus return to the Dalit body that is marked by its involvement 
with both fecal matter and the skin of dead animals or with death itself 
(as in the case of the dom or the chandala of the famous Raja Harish-
chandra legend that occurs in several puranas and influenced Gandhi’s 
thinking). Recall Gyan Prakash’s description of “untouchable” bonded 
laborers in Bihar—the landlords would always ask them to do the first 
plowing of the land every cultivating season, for the upper castes did 
not want to risk their bodies by facing the death-dealing matter the 
earth was meant to give off at the touch of the first plow.24 The Dalit’s 
body was the buffer between life and death. It absorbed all that could 
spell death to humans. The prejudice against that body was and is part 
of the habitus of upper-caste embodied selves.

I do not wish to enter policy or legal debates here first, because I am 
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not competent to do that, and second, because the prejudice against 
the Dalit body has survived legal and policy initiatives (which is not to 
devalue these initiatives—we need them). Subaltern Studies failed to ac-
count for the Dalit because it had no material theory of the body; its 
“subaltern” was a representative of “insurgent consciousness.” But that 
is not where I want to return. I want to suggest that once you grant me 
the structure of exclusion—the reaction of disgust it produces in the 
bodies of “cleaner” castes—we can think of the Dalit body as precisely 
the body that helps us to think the planet in this age of the environmen-
tal crisis that passes by the name of “global warming.” To do so, how-
ever, we need to get beyond the moves in political philosophy that privi-
lege the abstract, unmarked body either as the carrier of rights or as the 
ground on which to situate that Marxist category of “abstract labor” so 
necessary to Marx’s critique of capital. Our thoughts on human flour-
ishing perhaps cannot be grounded any more in political thought that 
focuses on the individual human (as bearers of rights and recipients of 
welfare) irrespective of the total number of humans on the planet and 
that brackets all questions of connections between human and other 
forms of life and their profound relationship to the Earth system pro-
cesses.

Fanon said—as I have mentioned before—the black person had no 
“corporeal schema.” It is possible for a nonblack person to forget, for in-
stance, what his or her own particular body looks like and be aware in 
everyday consciousness of just a bodily schema, such as having a vague 
awareness that he or she had two hands without necessarily remem-
bering or visualizing the color or the shape or the age of the hands. The 
black person could not do that, for he or she could never forget—even 
in their sleep—that he or she was black, so deep was the mark that race 
left on their own embodied sense of themselves. One might be tempted 
to think likewise of the Dalit body. One could argue that the Dalit per-
son, his or her body always already marked by its proximity to and con-
tact with feces and animals under conditions where the Brahmanical 
schema of the body dominates, can never experience a general schema 
of the human body. The Brahman’s disgust, as Dumont argues, is insepa-
rable from the stigma the Dalit body bears.

I would, however, resist surrendering completely to such a line of 
thinking. To put the Brahmin’s disgust and the Dalit’s closeness to feces 
and dead animals into an inseparable binary opposition is to remain 
locked in a kind of humanism that overlooks the live matter in feces and 
animals, dead or alive—in short, the question of microbes. Since this 
fact is often forgotten in ontological thinking about the human where 
the human stands all alone and in abstraction from other life-forms in 
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the world, we could look on the Dalit’s body as both an acknowledg-
ment and a reminder, however perverse in its constitution, of all the 
other living bodies we need to connect with in order to keep our hu-
man bodies alive.25 If we could get out—even in pro-Dalit thought that 
only focuses on injustice between humans—of anthropocentric think-
ing, then we could see the Dalit’s body as the body that makes us aware 
of all the networks of connections between different life-forms that en-
ables humans, as a form of creaturely life, to survive. The Dalit’s body 
is itself constructed nonanthropocentrically—it is always human with 
animals, live or dead, and embedded in the world of microbes (with its 
relationship to the handling of waste). In that sense, the Dalit’s is what 
I might call the planetary body.

In saying this, I do not at all mean to romanticize the vulnerability 
of the bodies of the poor, be they Dalit or not, who do not have ade-
quate access to health care. Nor do I suggest that we make ourselves 
vulnerable to diseases and death. There is no “friendly” relationship hu-
mans can have to bacteria and viruses that are or become hostile to hu-
man life. At the same time, it is true that we owe much of our health to 
friendly or commensal microbes living in our bodies. My point is about 
two different but related questions: How do we (re)imagine the hu-
man as a form of life connected to other forms of life, and how do we 
then base our politics on that knowledge? Our political categories are 
usually imagined not only in profoundly anthropocentric terms but in 
separation from all these connections. But can we extend them to ac-
count for our relationship to nonhuman forms of life or even to the non-
living that we can damage (such as rivers and glaciers)?

Take the human-animal conflict that is ubiquitous in South Asia 
today. The so-called “monkey menace” in Delhi, caused by habitat loss 
for monkeys, is a matter of everyday experience. Frequently in India 
the media carry reports about human-leopard or human-elephant con-
flicts (as a simple google search will confirm). The question is, contra 
Hannah Arendt, Can the figure of the refugee remain only human any-
more? Should we not think of wild animals such as leopards, monkeys, 
and elephants that turn up as unwelcome guests in South Asian cities as 
refugees too? And we have not even begun to think about our relation-
ship to microbial life, though biologists have some definite knowledge 
of their role in our pasts and futures (viral responsibility for human dif-
ferences of phenotypes, for instance). However we find a beginning to 
such thinking, we need to imagine the human not in isolation from other 
forms of life, in the blinding light of humanism, as it were, but as a form 
of life connected to other forms of life that are all connected eventually 
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to the geobiology of the planet and are dependent on these connections 
for their own welfare.

Vemula’s emancipatory thoughts—his protest against the oppres-
sions of caste and what in India is called “vote-bank politics”—moved 
between two perspectives: a liberal-humanist perspective of seeing the 
human body as unmarked (“never was a man treated as a mind”) and a 
nonanthropocentric perspective derived from science that looks on man 
as “a glorious thing made up of stardust.” The last statement was not a 
piece of rhetorical flourish nor a figment of romantic imagination but 
actually a scientific fact on which my Chicago colleague Neil Shubin 
has written illuminatingly: “Each galaxy, star, or person is the temporary 
owner of particles that have passed through the births and deaths of 
entities across vast reaches of time and space.”26

This chasm between the place that astrophysics, geology, biology, 
and the story of human evolution assign to humans in big histories and 
that assigned by political thought since the seventeenth century has 
generally been a matter of pragmatic compartmentalization of knowl-
edge. We know, for example, that humans, apart from being an arith-
metic sum of the total number of humans on the planet, are also a bio-
logical species, Homo sapiens, but that knowledge is usually treated as 
being of no special political import. But when biodiversity in the world 
faces, for the first time in its entire history, the bleak prospect of a “great 
extinction” driven by the activities of one biological species, Homo sapi-
ens, the urgency of creating a sense of politics based on this second 
understanding of ourselves as a species deeply embedded in the his-
tory of life dawns on us. But here is the problem that Rohit Vemula 
thoughts ran up against: we don’t know yet how to do that. One might 
read posthumanists as giving us visions of cosmologies that could help 
us leap over the chasm between political thought as it exists and politi-
cal thought as we need it to be. But at present, this is a leap of faith. The 
chasm exists as the awareness of a deep abyss that acts as the limit to 
our current human sense of politics. The latter remains focused on indi-
vidual humans as bearers of rights or as recipients of welfare but never 
on humans as a totality—one species among many in the larger history 
of life. This is the chasm that Rohit Vemula pondered in his quest for 
emancipation but could never cross.

But the failure, if that is what it was, was not Rohit Vemula’s alone. 
Even when political theorists of our time have felt obliged to acknowl-
edge humanity’s connections with other forms of life and with the non-
living, they have simply had no intellectual resources within political 
thought to “politicize” such connections. Consider, for instance, the fol-
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lowing passage that occurs early in an otherwise engaging discussion on 
a possible “political theory of climate change” in Steve Vanderheiden’s 
book on atmospheric justice. It begins with what can be easily recog-
nized as a nonanthropocentric position on the climate crisis, a position 
that eminently recognizes the fact that humans are embedded in what 
following Darwin many call “the web of life”:

Carbon is one of the basic building blocks of life on the planet earth, 
with CO2 the dominant means by which carbon is transmitted be-
tween natural carbon sinks, including living things. In an exchange 
known as the carbon cycle, humans and other animals take in oxygen 
through respiration and exhale CO2 , while plants absorb and store 
CO2 , emitting oxygen and keeping terrestrial life in balance.27

Vanderheiden acknowledges that without the greenhouse gases and 
“the natural greenhouse effect,” the planet would be inhospitably cold for 
life in general and for human life in particular. “While some life,” he 
writes, “might be possible to sustain within a small range of tempera-
ture variability beyond that seen since the last Ice Age, the climatic 
equilibrium produced by 10,000 years of GHG [greenhouse gas] sta-
bility is responsible for the development of all terrestrial life, and even 
tiny changes from that equilibrium could throw those ecosystems dra-
matically out of balance.”28 Vanderheiden is factually wrong since the 
coming of complex, multicellular life preceded the Holocene by some 
hundreds of millions of years, but he is right in seeing the modern atmo-
sphere of the planet as an entity shared by different forms of life.

Yet in spite of fully acknowledging that the climate crisis concerns 
“the balance” of “all terrestrial life” on the planet—whatever such “bal-
ance” might mean—and therefore needs be thought of in terms at least 
of thousands of years, Vanderheiden’s questions of justice and inequity 
circle around problems of human life and human life alone, and prob-
lems that are actionable only on much smaller, human measures of time. 
As he himself says: “While anthropogenic climate change is expected to 
visit significant and in some cases catastrophic harm on the planet’s non-
human species” (emphasis added), his pursuit of issues of climate justice 
would follow the IPCC in focusing exclusively on “the planet’s human 
habitats and populations.” Vanderheiden gives a good, practical reason 
for this approach: we do not yet know how to compose a global climate 
regime that would include representation for “animals and future gen-
erations”—not to speak of nonanimal life-forms or even the inanimate 
world. He refers to the work of the political theorist Terrence Ball to ar-
gue that even if we represented these groups “by proxies in democratic 
institutions, giving at least some voice to their interests, . . . they would 
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necessarily remain a legislative minority.”29 Thus, it is acknowledged, on 
the one hand, that “the global atmosphere is a finite good” and is so not 
just for humans, for it is “vital for the continuation of life on this planet” 
while being “instrumental for human flourishing” as well. This is the les-
son of the sciences. And yet, on the other hand, when it comes to justi-
ciable issues of inequality with regard to climate change, the absorp-
tive capacities of this “one atmosphere”—which, it is acknowledged, 
“must be shared between all the planet’s inhabitants”—are divided up 
only among humans (“the world’s nations or citizens”) with no discus-
sion of what might be the legitimate share of nonhuman forms of life!30 
From here it takes only one step to forget nonhuman life altogether and 
declare global warming to be synonymous with issues of human jus-
tice and even to see it as a problem that cannot be remedied until issues 
of human justice are satisfactorily addressed. See how the quotation 
below moves from a moral recommendation—“concern for equity and 
responsibility should not be dismissed” and so forth—to a conditional 
statement—“anthropogenic climate change . . . cannot be genuinely reme-
died unless” and so forth—and finally to a statement that posits a relation 
of identity between global justice and climate change:

Concern for equity and responsibility should not be dismissed as sec-
ondary to the primary goal of avoiding catastrophic climate change, 
for . . . anthropogenic climate change is also a problem of justice and so 
cannot be genuinely remedied unless the international response aims 
to promote justice [including the poor nations’ “right to develop”]. . . . 
Global justice and climate change [are] . . . manifestations of the same 
set of problems.31

My second example comes from a reputed political thinker of our 
time—the theorist of republicanism Philip Pettit. In his acclaimed book 
on republicanism, Pettit adduces some “decidedly anthropocentric” rea-
sons for “why we should be concerned about other species and about 
our ecosystem generally.” But notice how humanity—a “we”—occurs 
in his prose as two distinct and unconnected figures and even this lack 
of connection goes unremarked. “The ecosystem, with the other species 
of animals that it contains, offers us our place in nature; it is the space, 
ultimately, where we belong,” writes Pettit. But this “we” is an arith-
metical sum of a collection of individuals, a sigma function, as it were, 
drawn over the basic activities that define the individual human: “We 
are what we eat. And equally we are what we breathe, we are what we 
smell, we are what we see and hear and touch.” Clearly, eating, breath-
ing, smelling, seeing, hearing, and touching are all activities that could 
be carried out only by the individual human body. But the same Pettit 
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also writes, “We live in physical, biological, and psychological conti-
nuity with other human beings, with other animal species, and with the 
larger physical system that comes to consciousness in us.”32 “Physical, 
biological, and psychological continuity”: this second “we” then is not an 
arithmetic sum of individual humans. It is a figure of “continuity” that 
connects us to other species and to processes we may consider plane-
tary. It “comes to consciousness in us” and yet we cannot dispense with 
the figure of the individual and the autonomous human subject who 
remains the mainstay of political thought. This problem is peculiar to 
political thought, as our political institutions are in the end profoundly 
anthropocentric. Anthropologists, on the other hand, have struggled 
thoughtfully to bring to life in their prose some of the critical functions 
shared between humans and nonhumans.33

Pettit’s thoughts therefore also lead us to the same chasm that 
Vemula pondered. We now know that the story of human flourishing—
the uneven narrative of modernization that has in its sight every indi-
vidual human—has now run up against a deeper story about humans, 
our collective unconscious history as biological species that, in the his-
tory of life on this planet, is the first to have successfully dominated its 
entire landmass and, indirectly, even large parts of the oceans. How do 
we bring both versions of the human—in Vemula’s terms, “every human 
being treated as a mind” and the same person as “star dust”—together 
to constitute a new kind of political thought? Until we can answer this 
question satisfactorily, being modern will remain a difficult position to 
occupy in times that are simultaneously both global and planetary in 
the senses in which these words have been used in this book.

This is why Vemula’s cosmological imagination of emancipation re-
mains, in the end, poetical—because the thinkers of the political do not 
yet know how to construct the political on the basis of the understand-
ing of the human body that several branches of science give us: that it is 
porous in its boundaries and remains a zone through which other forms 
of the living and the nonliving necessarily traffic.34 As a reader of Ben-
gali literature, I find the poignant poetry of Vemula’s thoughts reminis-
cent of a letter that the poet Rabindranath Tagore—with a very differ-
ent background to Vemula’s—once wrote to Ramedrasundar Tribedi 
(1864–1919), a pioneer popularizer of science in Bengal. The letter was 
written about a year before he, Tagore, was awarded the Nobel Prize 
for literature. It is dated February 29, 1912.35 From evidence internal to 
the letter, the following would appear to be its background. Tribedi was 
preparing some of Tagore’s old letters for publication as a book (Chin-
napatrabali) and appears to have edited out a sentence from one of them. 
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“There was a day,” Tagore had written, “when I grew into a leafy tree on 
a young and moist earth bathed in seawater.”36 This was a sentence that 
Tribedi found unworthy of inclusion because its publication before in 
an excerpted form in a Bengali magazine had caused unending mirth in 
a journal hostile to Tagore, Sahitya. Tribedi was trying to protect Tagore 
from future ridicule. Tagore’s letter to Tribedi was an attempt to exer-
cise—with his characteristically gentle sense of humor—the author’s 
right to protest while admitting the editor’s prerogatives in the “execu-
tion of [his] duty” (this phrase occurs in English in the letter).

Tagore’s protest—much like Vemula’s but decades before Carl Sagan 
and his cosmology were around—ran as follows.

You have raised the editorial axe against my memories of [having been 
once a] tree. But this [action of yours] is not like the pruning of un-
necessary branches, it is striking at [the root of my] life. Because this is 
my inmost realization. Within my life there is a secret memory of the 
life of trees. I can acknowledge it only because I am a human being 
today. Why only trees? Within me are deposited memories of the en-
tire material world. All the vibrations of the universe bring thrills of 
kinship to my entire body—the silent and ancient exuberance of trees 
and creepers have found today a language in my life—why else would 
I feel called upon to celebrate the Spring right now when budding 
mangoes on trees seem to be intoxicated with a joyous spirit? Why 
would you not let me express the tremendous sense of joy [coming 
from] water, land, trees, and birds that [keeps] coursing through me? 
Why? Lest people should make fun of me?

He then added, “Whenever, at auspicious moments, the realization that 
I am here together with the sun, the moon, the stars, and the land, rocks, 
and water rings out in my mind with the clarity of a musical note, my 
body and mind experience the intimate thrills of a vast existence. This 
is not me poeticizing, this is my nature [speaking]. It is out of this nature 
that I have written poems, songs, and stories. I do not feel the slightest 
bit of shame about this. It is because I am a human being that the entire 
truth of the nonliving and the living finds itself in a state of completion 
in my existence.”

Much of this may seem a Heideggerian-sounding proposition about 
the specialness of man—only in the human does the world find its own 
consciousness. But Tagore complicates the thought by striking a differ-
ent note in the end. He remained a stranger to the elements with which 
he was one: “the waves in my bloodstream dance to the rhythm of the 
waves in the sea—but the waves of the sea cannot recognize me. . . . The 
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joys of my life blend in with those of the trees but the trees do not know 
me. They do not carry my memory [as I do of them]. But what is there 
to laugh at in all this?”37

Tagore’s and Vemula’s visions were not the same. Vemula’s idea of 
himself as a “glorious” piece of stardust did not assign the “glory” to 
humans. The glory belonged to the cosmos. Tagore’s was a celebration 
of his existence as a human in the cosmos. Theirs were both expanded 
visions of the human, visions that connected humans both to the living 
and the nonliving. In Tagore’s time, this was a poet’s vision; in Vemula’s 
emancipatory reading, Carl Sagan’s astrophysics bought him glimpses 
of a figure of the human liberated from the indignities suffered by the 
Dalit. Both were thinking at the limits of political thought while re-
sponding in their human souls to the invitations of the planetary.
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In the Ruins of an
Enduring Fable

The year 2015 was the first when the average surface temperature of 
the world rose by 1°C above the preindustrial average, thus taking us 
closer to the threshold of a 2° rise, a Rubicon we are told we must not 
cross if we are to avoid what United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCC) of 1992 described as “dangerous anthro-
pogenic interference with the climate system.”1 The year 2016, as one 
meteorologist put it, was “off the charts” as far as global warming was 
concerned.2 The historian Julia Adeney Thomas remarked in 2014 that 
the idea of being “endangered” could not be a purely scientific idea, for 
the planet has been through many other episodes of climate change—
and five great extinctions of species—before.3 Dangerous here is indeed 
a word that scientists, politicians, and policy makers use as concerned 
citizens of the world, glossing danger as a threat to human institutions. 
In Thomas’s words,

historians coming to grips with the Anthropocene cannot rely on our 
scientific colleagues to define “the endangered human” for us. . . . It is 
impossible to treat “endangerment” as a simple scientific fact. Instead, 
endangerment is a question of both scale and value. Only the humani-
ties and social sciences, transformed though they will be through their 
engagement with science, can fully articulate what we may lose.4

Indeed, one of the first general books to be written on the problem 
of anthropogenic climate change around the time of the publication of 
the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC), Tim Flannery’s The Weather Makers, pointed out 
that the entity to which climate change posed a real threat was human 
civilization as we have come to understand and celebrate it.5 Civilization, 
of course, is a value-laden and therefore contested word that humani-
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ties scholars in recent decades have done much to demystify.6 I bring up 
the point here simply to show how central the concerns of the humani-
ties and the human sciences have been to defining one of the gravest 
problems humans face in the twenty-first century. The point is under-
lined when the moral philosophers such as Peter Singer describe cli-
mate change as the “greatest ethical challenge” ever faced by humanity.7 
True, we could not define “human-induced planetary climate change” 
except with the help of big science; and, true, the problem of the “two 
cultures” of the sciences and the humanities remains.8 But the questions 
of justice that follow from climate-change science require us to possess 
an ability that only the humanities can foster: the ability to see some-
thing from another person’s point of view. The ability, in other words, 
“to imagine sympathetically the predicament of another person.”9

This moral demand on humans today acquires an additional twist 
from the thought that, seen in a long-term perspective, unabated global 
warming may very well accelerate the already growing rates of human-
induced extinction of nonhuman species, with unhappy consequences 
for humans themselves. Voices have been raised, including that of Pope 
Francis, recommending that human justice be extended not just to ani-
mals that crossed a certain threshold of sentience (as animal liberation-
ists once argued) but to the entire world of natural reproductive life—
what Aristotle called the zoe. This proposition that in effect subjects 
the domain of biological life to the work of the moral life of humans 
marks, I argue, a critical turning point for the humanities today, as it 
departs radically from a tradition—inaugurated by, among others, Im-
manuel Kant—that made a strict separation between our “moral” and 
“animal” (i.e., biological) lives, assuming that the latter would always 
be taken care of by the natural order of things. This separation, after 
all, is what has buttressed for more than a century the much-critiqued 
gap between the humanities and the physical or biological sciences. 
Strands of environmentalist thought have questioned and on occasion 
attempted to close this chasm, but the gap persists and has not been 
easy to overcome.

To ask, as we do today, how humans might use the resources of their 
moral capacity to regulate their life as a biosocial species among other 
species is to bring within the ambit of human moral life something that 
has always lain outside of its scope: the history of natural life on the 
planet. This problem is not adequately answered by what has been writ-
ten on extending the conception of rights to certain animals because, 
first, the number of animals considered in this discussion is limited by 
a “sentience threshold,” and second, because—as we know today—the 
bulk of life on the planet is microbial.10 The assumption—made since 
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at least the Enlightenment and still prevalent in many social science 
disciplines, including branches of mainstream economics and political 
thought—that the planet’s biosphere will take care of our “animal life” 
while we struggle in search of a collective moral life without regard 
to our collective life as a biological species is now under severe strain. 
This has serious implications for the humanities, which have tradition-
ally served as the domain for the discussion of moral issues in separa-
tion from biological life. I argue this by looking first at some relevant 
writings of Kant in the context of discussions on climate change and 
possible human stewardship of life on the planet and then engage, in 
conclusion, with the work of Bruno Latour to show where his thoughts 
indicate a way forward.

Two Narratives of Climate Change

Let me begin with the two dominant approaches to the problem of 
climate change.11 One approach is to look on the phenomenon simply 
as a one-dimensional challenge: How do humans achieve a reduction 
in their emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs) in the coming few de-
cades? Climate change is seen in this approach as a question of how 
best to source the energy needed for the human pursuit of some uni-
versally accepted ends of economic development so that billions of hu-
mans are pulled out of poverty. The main solution proposed here is for 
humanity to make a transition to renewable energy as quickly as tech-
nology and market signals permit. The accompanying issues of justice 
concern relations between poor and rich nations and between present 
and future generations: What would be a fair distribution of the “right 
to emit GHGs”—since GHGs are seen as scarce resources—between 
nations in the process of this transition to renewables? The question of 
how much sacrifice the living should make as they curb emissions to en-
sure that unborn humans inherit a better quality of life than that of the 
present generation remains a more intractable one, its political force 
reduced by the fact that the unborn are not present to press their case. 
“The nonexistent has no lobby,” as Hans Jonas once remarked, “and the 
unborn are powerless.”12

Within this broad description of the first approach, however, are 
nested many disagreements, ranging from capitalist to noncapitalist 
utopia of sustainable futures. Most imagine the problem to be mainly 
one of replacing fossil-fuel-based energy sources by renewables. Some 
others—on the left—would agree that a turn to renewables is in order 
but would still argue that because it is capitalism’s constant urge to 
“accumulate” that has precipitated the climate crisis, the crisis itself 
provides yet another opportunity to renew and reinvigorate Marx’s cri-
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tique of capital. And then there are those who think of actually scaling 
back the economy, degrowing it, and thus reducing the ecological foot-
print of humans while designing a world characterized by equality and 
social justice for all. Still others think—in a scenario called “the conver-
gence scenario”—of reaching a state of economic equilibrium globally 
whereby all humans live at more or less the same standard of living. The 
role of the humanities is confined here mainly to climate-justice issues 
with both political economists and philosophers (both in the Rawlsian 
and utilitarian traditions) contributing to relevant discussions.13 For 
all its shortcomings, however, the reduction of the climate crisis to the 
problem of renewable energy has the advantage that we can develop 
frameworks of both policy and politics around it.

One can also, however, see climate change not simply on its own but 
as part of a family of interlocking problems. Exponential population in-
crease, food insecurity, water scarcity, expansion of resource industries 
and an increase of economic inequalities contributing to human-animal 
conflicts, habitat loss for other species, GHGs emissions, and so on—all 
of these are planetary in scope and speak to the fact of an overall eco-
logical overshoot on the part of humanity that affects the distribution 
of natural life on the planet. Global warming then seems more like a 
shared predicament for all humans—not to speak of other species—
than a problem that is simply a question of switching to renewables. 
Then there is the knotty question of human “agency” that many scien-
tists have underlined, the new geophysical agency of humans on a scale 
that has allowed them already to change the climate of the planet for 
the next one hundred thousand years, putting the next ice age off by 
anything between fifty and five hundred thousand years.14 Within this 
perspective that looks both into deep pasts and deep futures, a very 
particular challenge opens up for the imagination of modernity. After 
all, if the problem of planetary climate change arises out of our need to 
consume more energy than before, then the excess GHGs in the atmo-
sphere could easily be looked on as the resultant “waste” that cannot 
yet be properly recycled in the time frame suitable for human flour-
ishing (the planet being much too slow for human needs!). Since this 
human “waste” affects other life-forms—by acidifying the oceans or 
raising the average surface temperature of the planet—the crisis re-
quires us to do something that the humanities train us to do: “imagine 
sympathetically the predicament” of others, the relevant “others” here 
including not just humans but nonhumans as well.

It is, of course, not the physical phenomenon of warming alone that 
caused this shift in our moral orientation. If one could imagine some-
one watching the development of life on this planet on an evolutionary 
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scale, they would have a story to tell about Homo sapiens rising to the 
top of the food chain within a very, very short period in that history. 
“If we imagine,” writes John Brook in his masterful study of human his-
tory and climate change, “the 5 million years of human evolutionary 
times as a twenty-four hour period, the entire 300,000 years of modern 
humanity comprises about an hour and a half, the 135,000 years since 
modern humans have left Africa comprise about a half hour, and the 
12,000 years since the end of the Pliestocene . . . slightly more than four 
minutes. . . . Not until about 6,000 years ago, more than half the total 
time elapsed since the end of the Pliestocene, was much of humanity on 
a clear course towards agriculture.” In addition, he remarks, “Viewed 
from the long history of the earth system . . . , the rise of settled agricul-
ture seems simply a single phase in the brief, explosive eruption running 
from the emergence of modern humans and their global colonizations 
and intensifications to our present high-technology, overpopulated, cli-
matically unbalanced condition.”15

The more involved story of rich-poor differences would be a mat-
ter of finer resolution in the big history that Brooke recounts. As I have 
said elsewhere, the ecological overshoot of humanity requires us to both 
zoom in to the details of intrahuman injustice—otherwise we do not 
see the suffering of many humans—and to zoom out of that history—
or else we do not see the suffering of other species and, in a manner of 
speaking, the suffering of the planet.16 Zooming in and zooming out 
are about shuttling between different scales, perspectives, and differ-
ent levels of abstraction. One level of abstraction does not cancel out 
the other or render it invalid. Nor does this separation of levels deny 
the point that in our everyday life we sometimes enjoy the geological 
agency of humans without knowing or calling it by that name (see the 
introduction). But my point throughout this book has been that the hu-
man story can no longer be told from the perspective of the five hundred 
years (at most) of capitalism alone.

Humans remain a species in spite of all our differentiation. Suppose 
all the radical arguments about the rich always having lifeboats and 
therefore being able to buy their way out of all calamities including 
a great extinction event are true. And imagine a world in which some 
very large-scale species extinction has happened and that the survivors 
among humans are only those who happened to be privileged and be-
longed to the richer classes. Would not their survival also constitute a 
survival of the species (even if the survivors eventually differentiated 
themselves into, as seems to be the human wont, dominant and sub-
ordinate groups)?

The ecological overshoot of humanity does not make sense without 
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reference to the lives of other species. And in that story, humans are a 
species too, albeit a dominant one. This does not cancel out the story 
of capitalist oppression. Nor does it amount to the claim that any one 
particular discipline now has the best grip on the experience of being 
human. Biology or some other science that misses out on the existential 
dimension of being human will never capture the human experience of 
falling in love or feeling love for God in the same way that poetry or reli-
gion might. A big brain gives us a capacity for cognition of that which 
is really big in scale. But it also gives us our deeply subjective experi-
ence of ourselves and our capacity to experience our individual lives as 
meaningful. We cannot produce a consilience of knowledge. But surely 
we can look on ourselves and on the human story from many perspec-
tives at once.

The phenomenon of the rise of humans to a position of dominance—
due, perhaps, to the development of a big brain that has helped humans 
over tens of thousands of years to create attachments and affiliations to 
imagined communities far beyond the face-to-face scale of kin group 
or band—is now seen by many to have taken place over a very long his-
torical period reaching back to times that Daniel Smail describes as our 
“deep history.”17 The Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari explains the 
issue well in his book Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind. “One of the 
most common uses of early stone tools,” writes Harari, “was to crack 
open bones in order to get to the marrow. Some researchers believe that 
this was our original niche.” Why? Because, Harari explains, “genus 
Homo’s position in the food chain was, until quite recently, solidly in the 
middle.”18 Humans could eat dead animals only after lions, hyenas, and 
foxes had had their shares and cleaned the bones of all the flesh stick-
ing to them. It is only “in the last 100,000 years—with the rise of Homo 
sapiens,” says Harari, “that man jumped to the top of the food chain.”19 
This has not been an evolutionary change. As Harari explains,

Other animals at the top of the pyramid, such as lions and sharks, 
evolved into that position very gradually, over millions of years. This 
enables the ecosystem to develop checks and balances. . . . As the lions 
became deadlier, so gazelles evolved to run faster, hyenas to cooper-
ate better, and rhinoceroses to be more bad-tempered. In contrast, 
humankind ascended to the top so quickly that the ecosystem was not 
given time to adjust.20

Harari mentions an additional significant fact. As a result of their quick 
ascent to the status of top carnivore, humans themselves, writes Harari, 
“failed to adjust.” He adds, “Most top predators of the planet are ma-
jestic creatures. Millions of years of domination have filled them with 
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self-confidence. Sapiens by contrast is more like a banana republic dic-
tator.”21

The human ecological footprint, we can say, further increased with 
the invention of agriculture (more than ten thousand years ago but in-
tensifying in the next few millennia) and then again after the oceans 
found their present level (about six thousand years ago) and we de-
veloped our ancient cities, empires, and urban orders while moving to 
every part of the planet. It increased yet again over the last five hundred 
years with European expansion and colonization of faraway lands in-
habited by other peoples and the subsequent rise of industrial civiliza-
tion. But it dramatically expanded after the end of the Second World 
War when human numbers and consumption rose exponentially thanks 
to the widespread use of fossil fuels not only in the transport sector but 
also in agriculture and medicine allowing, eventually, even the poor of 
the world to live longer—though not healthy—lives.22

Scholars have carried forward the notion of “overshoot”—“instances 
in which populations of organisms so changed their own environments 
that they undermined their own lives”—that William R. Catton Jr. 
put forward in a book of that name in 1980.23 The literature on ani-
mal liberation/rights that extends the human moral community to in-
clude (some) animals recognizes issues of both cruelty to animals and 
the overshooting of human demands for consumption.24 Scholars work-
ing on human-induced species extinction in the context of anthropo-
genic climate change have long recognized the “overreach” that humans 
have achieved, often to their own detriment, in the various ecosystems 
they inhabit.25 In addition, well-known arguments about “the great ac-
celeration” and “planetary boundaries” that some earth scientists and 
other scholars have put forward are statements, precisely, about eco-
logical overshoot on the part of humans. As one of the authors of the 
“great acceleration” thesis put it, “the term ‘Great Acceleration’ aims 
to capture the holistic, comprehensive and interlinked nature of the 
post-1950 changes simultaneously sweeping across the socioeconomic 
and biophysical spheres of the Earth System, encompassing far more 
than climate change.”26 Their data document exponential rise in human 
population, real GDP, urban population, primary energy use, fertilizer 
consumption, paper production, water use, transportation, and so on—
all happening after the 1950s. And there is corresponding exponential 
rise in “Earth system trends” to do with the emission of carbon dioxide, 
methane, nitrous oxide; ocean acidification; loss of stratospheric ozone, 
marine fish culture, shrimp aquaculture, tropical forests; terrestrial bio-
sphere degradation, and so forth.27 Similarly, the idea of nine “plane-
tary boundaries” that humans should avoid crossing that was put for-
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ward in 2009 by Johan Rockström and his colleagues at the Stockholm 
Resilience Center was also an exercise in measuring human ecological 
overreach.28 Some Earth system scientists reported recently that “the 
present anthropogenic carbon release rate [around 10 petagrams C 
per year; 1 petagram = 1015 grams] is unprecedented during the [entire] 
Cenozoic (past 66 Myr)” and that “the present/future rate of climate 
change and ocean acidification is too fast for many species to adapt” 
and will likely result in “widespread future extinctions in marine and 
terrestrial environments.” We are, effectively, in “an era of no-analogue 
state, which represents a fundamental challenge to constraining future 
climate projections.”29

Not only have marine creatures and many other terrestrial species 
not had the evolutionary time needed to adjust to our increasing ca-
pacity to hunt or squeeze them out of existence, our GHG emissions 
now threaten the biodiversity of the great seas and thus endanger the 
very same food web that feeds us. Jan Zalasiewicz and his colleagues 
on the subcommittee of the International Stratigraphy Commission 
charged with documenting the Anthropocene point out that it is the 
human footprint left in the rocks of this planet as fossils and other forms 
of evidence—such as terraforming of the ocean bed—that will consti-
tute the long-term record of the Anthropocene, perhaps more so than 
the excess carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. If human-driven extinc-
tion of other species results—say, in the next few centuries—in a great 
extinction event, then even the epoch-level name of the Anthropocene 
may be too low in the hierarchy of geological periods.30 The music his-
torian and theorist Gary Tomlinson, writing recently in the context of 
climate change, has summed up the problem nicely from an Earth sys-
tem point of view:

Across millions of years of biocultural evolution . . . , certain systems 
remained outside the feedback cycles of hominin niche construction. 
Astronomical dynamics, tectonic shifts, volcanism, climate cycles, and 
other such forces were in essence untouched by human culture and 
behavior (or if touched, touched in a vanishingly small degree). In the 
language of systems theory, all these forces were in effect feed-forward 
elements: external controls that “set” the feedback cycles from with-
out, affecting the elements within them but remaining unaffected by 
the feedback themselves. . . . The Anthropocene . . . registers a systemic 
rearrangement in which systems that had always acted as feed-forward ele-
ments from outside human niche construction have been converted into feedback 
elements within it.31
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Viewed thus, as Zalasiewicz says in the concluding paragraph of a re-
cent essay, “The Anthropocene—whether formal or informal—clearly 
has value in giving us a perspective, against the largest canvas, of the 
scale and the nature of the human enterprise, and of how it intersects 
(‘intertwines’ now, may be a better word) with the other processes of the 
Earth system.”32 Anthropogenic climate change is therefore not a prob-
lem to be studied in isolation from the general complex of ecological 
problems that humans now face on various scales—from the local to the 
planetary—creating new conflicts and exacerbating old ones between 
and inside nations. There is no single silver bullet that solves all the prob-
lems at once; nothing that works like the mantra of transition to renew-
ables to avoid an average rise of 2°C in the surface temperature of the 
planet. What we face does indeed look like a wicked problem, a predica-
ment. We may be able to diagnose it but not “solve” it once and for all.33

Modernity and Kant’s Geology of Morals

If, as I have claimed, the challenge posed to our moral life by the scale of 
problems created by our animal life (i.e., humans as consumers, as ani-
mal laborans in Hannah Arendt’s phrase) makes a breach in the assumed 
separation of our “moral” and “animal” lives and demands of us that 
we find “moral” solutions to problems created by “natural history” of 
the human species, then clearly the human sciences, and in particular 
the humanities, face a novel task today. For it was this very separation 
between the animal and moral life of the human species that under-
lay, for a large part of the twentieth century, the separation of the hu-
man from the physical and biological sciences.34 The subject deserves 
more research. But older readers will remember how vociferously—and 
oftentimes acrimoniously—sentiments in favor of this separation were 
voiced when in 1975 Edward O. Wilson published his book Sociobiology, 
making some strong claims about connections between biology and 
culture and managing to infuriate in the process Marxists and social 
scientists of many other persuasions.35

The enduring importance of the assumed separation of the moral life 
of humans from their animal or creaturely life in post-Enlightenment 
narratives of modernity is perhaps best studied with reference to a fable 
that Immanuel Kant spelled out in a minor essay called “Speculative Be-
ginning of Human History” published in 1786. The opposition between 
the animal life of the human species and its moral life was at the heart of 
this essay. The essay provides a fascinating reading of the Biblical story 
of Genesis and the question of man’s dominion over the earth.36 The 
aim of Kant’s exercise was to bring “into agreement with one another 
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and with reason” what he saw as “the oft misunderstood and seemingly 
contradictory claims of the esteemed J.-J. Rousseau”:

In his works, On the Influence of the Sciences and On the Inequality among 
Men, he [Rousseau] displays with complete accuracy the inevitable 
conflict between culture and the human race as a physical species 
whose every individual member ought fully to fulfill its vocation. But 
in his Emile, in his Social Contract, and in other works he seeks to answer 
this more difficult question: how must culture progress so as to develop 
the capacities belonging to mankind’s vocation as a moral species and 
thus end the conflict within himself as [a member of both a] moral 
species and a natural species.37

Kant regarded this conflict itself—engendered within man by the hu-
man species possessing at the same time both a “physical/natural/ani-
mal” (these words are used in the same sense in his essay) life and a 
moral life—as a decisive influence on human history. For “impulses 
to vice” arose from “natural capacities” that were given to man “in 
his natural state”; they necessarily conflicted with “culture as it pro-
ceed[ed].” “The final goal of the human species’ moral vocation” could 
not be reached until “art so perfected itself ” that it became, in Kant’s 
words, a “second nature.”38

Many in the vast literature on Kant have discussed the philosopher’s 
answer to the Rousseau puzzle, some tracing certain critical elements 
in his answer back to ancient principles including those postulated by 
Aquinas.39 My purpose here, however, is not a historical excavation of 
the roots of Kant’s thoughts but to reconstruct Kant’s argument in order 
to explicate how precisely he sought to understand the relationship 
between the animal and the moral aspects of the human being. Kant 
began his essay by explaining why he could take the liberty of reading 
the story of Genesis speculatively while clarifying that the speculative 
was not the same as the “fictional.”40 Speculation could be “based on 
experience,” but the experience in question was that of “nature,” some-
thing that, for Kant, remained constant in its essential structure. So if 
human history were a history of freedom, then a statement about its 
“first beginnings” could be read speculatively (i.e., guided by reason) if 
we based ourselves on our experience of nature (constant by definition) 
and only in so far as the beginnings in question were made by nothing 
other than nature itself. As Kant put it, “A history of freedom’s first de-
velopment, from its original capacities in the nature of man, is therefore 
something different from the history of freedom’s progression, which can 
only be based on reports,” and thus become the historian’s province.41

Kant, of course, made certain assumptions about this original con-
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dition of humans so that “one’s speculation [would] not . . . wander aim-
lessly.” He took a certain figure of the human for granted—“one must 
make one’s beginning something that human reason is utterly incapable 
of deriving from any previous natural causes”—and hence began “not 
with [human] nature in its completely raw state” but with “man as fully 
formed adult (for he must do without maternal care).” He also assumed 
“man” to actually be “a pair, so that [man] can propagate his kind,” and 
the pair had to be “only a single pair, so that war does not arise, as it would 
if men lived close to one another and were yet strangers.” This latter 
assumption, it seemed to Kant, ensured that “nature might not be ac-
cused of having erred regarding the most appropriate organization for 
bringing about” what Kant saw as “the supreme end of man’s vocation, 
sociability” (for the desire to socialize would be maximized by “by the 
unity of the family from which all men should descend”). Besides, he 
made some further assumptions to keep his speculative logic straight: 
“the first man could thus stand and walk; he could talk (Gen. 2:20), 
even converse, i.e. speak in coherent concepts (v.23), [and] consequently, 
think.” This threshold of assumptions regarding human skills, he rea-
soned, would allow him “to consider only the development of morality 
in [man’s] actions and passions.” Having thus reconstructed this origi-
nal pair of humans, Kant placed them squarely in the middle of what 
we might today see as the geological Holocene period with consider-
able advances already made in “human civilization”: “I put this pair in a 
place secured against attack by predators, one richly supplied by nature 
with all the sources of nourishment, thus, as it were, in a garden, and in a 
climate that is always mild.”42 Kant did not know this, but the “man” of 
his assumptions could have existed only after the last ice age was over!

Kant’s “man” began his journey completely absorbed in the animal 
life of the species when instinct alone—“that voice of God that all ani-
mals obey”—“first guided the beginner.” But by the time Kant has the 
human being in his sights, reason, a faculty somewhat beyond animal 
life and yet put in place by some design of nature, had already begun to 
“stir” and “cook up” in humans—in partnership with a companion hu-
man faculty, imagination—“desires for things for which there is . . . no 
natural urge,” with the result that “man became conscious of reason as 
an ability to go beyond those limits that bind all animals.”43 A critically 
important discovery followed: “[man] discovered in himself an ability 
to choose his own way of life and thus not be bound like other animals 
to only a single one.”44 The deepening of this “inner” propensity gave 
man the capacity to refuse desires that were merely animal—thus de-
veloping the ability to love. “Refusal,” wrote Kant, “was the feat whereby 
man passed over from mere sensual to idealistic attractions, from mere 
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animal desires eventually to love and, with the latter, from the feeling 
for the merely pleasant to the taste for beauty.” This, together with 
the development of a sense of “decency,” “gave the first hint of man’s 
formation into a moral creature,” a small beginning that for Kant was 
“nonetheless epochal.”45 Reason also led humans to “the reflexive expec-
tation of the future” and then to a height that raised “mankind altogether 
beyond any community with animals” enabling humans to conceive 
of themselves—“though only darkly”—as “the true end of nature.” Hu-
mans could now see that the pelt of the sheep “was given by nature” not 
for the sheep but for them. Their dominion over the earth that Gene-
sis speaks of had thus begun. But this also led to the idea of equality of 
all humans–“[men] must regard all men as equal recipients of nature’s 
gifts”—and, more importantly, to the idea that “man became the equal 
of all [other] rational beings, no matter what their rank might be (Gen. 
3:22), especially in regard to his claim to be his own end.”46 This formu-
lation is, of course, a close cognate of the famous Kantian dictum re-
garding treating every human being not instrumentally but as an end 
in himself or herself.47

Kant was acutely aware that this “portrayal of mankind’s early his-
tory” revealed “that its exit from . . . paradise . . . was nothing but the 
transition from the raw state of merely animal creature to humanity, 
from the harness of the instincts to the guidance of reason—in a word, 
from the guardianship of nature to the state of freedom.”48 This, as Kant 
explains, had to be the story of a fall, morally speaking. Before reason 
stirred in the human breast, “there was neither a command nor a pro-
hibition and thus no transgression either.” But reason could ally itself 
“with animality and all its power” and thus give rise to “vices of a cul-
tivated reason” (to produce wars, for instance). “Thus, from the moral 
side,” writes Kant, “the first step from this last state [the state of inno-
cence] was a fall; from the physical side, a multitude of never-known 
evils of life [natural disasters, hardship], thus punishment, was the con-
sequence of the fall.”49 Much of human history as we know it followed 
from the fall: there was hardship, inequality—“that source of so many 
evils, but also of everything good”—wars, and humans getting “drawn 
into the glistering misery of the cities.”50 But this also complicated the 
role of reason in the story of human freedom. Humans could use reason 
in a way that hastened the vocation of their species—a species desig-
nated, according the Genesis story of “man’s” dominion, “to rule over 
the earth, and not as one designated to live in bovine contentment and 
slavish certitude.”51 But reason did not straightforwardly guide humans 
toward recognition of their vocation (though Kant in other essays will 
explain why humans would nevertheless end up fulfilling their destiny). 
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Kant would thus write, “The history of nature, therefore, begins with 
good, for it is God’s work; the history of freedom begins with badness, 
for it is man’s work.”52

* * *
The key to human beings’ success was “to be content with providence,” 
wrote Kant in concluding this essay.53 But this was precisely what was 
never easy for humans to do. Providence worked through what humans 
considered adversity: wars (that in the end generated “respect for hu-
manity from the leaders of nations”), brevity of life (that guaranteed 
that improvement accrued to the species and not to individuals), and 
the absence of a golden age of all leisure and no toil.54 As Kant put it: 
“Contentment with providence and with the course of human things as 
a whole, which do not progress from good to bad, but gradually develop 
from worse to better; and in this progress nature herself has given every-
one a part to play that is both his own and well within his powers.”55

The late Kant would anticipate, repeat, elaborate on, and develop 
these basic points in the third Critique (the section on teleological judg-
ment) and in several essays including “Idea for a Universal History with 
a Cosmopolitan Intent” (1784) and “On the Proverb: It May Be True in 
Theory, But Is of No Practical Use” (1793). Here is Kant, in the third Cri-
tique, for example, on the subject of the separation of the moral life of 
humans from their natural history.

External nature is far from having made a particular favorite of man. 
. . . For we see that in its destructive operations—plague, famine, 
flood, cold, attacks from animals great and small, and all such things—
it has as little spared him as any other animal. . . . Besides all this, the 
discord of inner natural tendencies betrays him into further misfortunes 
. . . through oppressions of lordly power, the barbarism of wars, and 
the like. . . . Man, therefore, is ever but a link in the chain of physical 
ends. . . . As the single being upon the earth that possesses understand-
ing, and, consequently, a capacity for setting before himself ends of his 
deliberate choice, he is certainly titular lord of nature, and, supposing 
we regard nature as a teleological system, he is born to be its ultimate 
end. But this is always on the terms that he has the intelligence and the 
will to give to it and to himself such a reference to [final] ends as can be 
self-sufficing independently of nature. . . . Such an end, however, must 
not be sought in nature.56

The important point here is the separation that Kant effected—in order 
to put forward his theory of human freedom—between the animal and 
the moral lives of the human. He assumed that human beings’ animal 
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life was given, constant, and was to be provided for by the planet (the 
biosphere, in today’s terms). Human history and thinking were concerned 
mostly with the constant struggle of humans to meet their moral des-
tiny of a “perfect” and just sociability: “nature has given man two differ-
ent capacities for two different ends, namely, an end for man as animal 
species and another end for man as moral species.”57

The Entangled Moral and Animal Lives of Humans

The pressure that “the animal life” of the human species—our material 
and demographic flourishing (in spite of the gross inequities of human 
societies)—now puts on the distribution of natural, reproductive life 
on Earth, endangering human existence in turn, is something that be-
comes clearer by the day. It is not surprising then that thinkers and 
philosophers should call climate change the greatest ethical challenge 
of the day and raise some critical moral-theological questions, revisit-
ing, in secular forms, the Biblical proposition of “man’s dominion over 
earth”: What should humans do, now that our animal/natural life over-
whelms the natural lives of nonhumans? Indeed, the question of capi-
talism reemerges in this morally charged context. Should we continue 
with capitalism but without fossil fuels? Should we be seeking alterna-
tives to capitalism? Should humans retreat back into small communi-
ties? Should the wealthy consume less?

These moral questions testify to the endurance of one of Kant’s propo‑ 
sitions: that the moral life of humans assumes that man can “choose his 
way of life and not be bound like other animals to only a single one.”58 
But if what I have argued above is right, then it could also be said that 
the Kantian fable of human history that I recounted is now coming 
under strain in unprecedented ways. On the one hand, many thinkers 
still work with (implicitly Kantian) ideas about our moral life represent-
ing a zone of freedom, but we cannot any longer afford the assumption 
that Kant along with many others made—that the needs of our animal 
life will be attended to by the planet itself. We now want our moral life 
to take charge of our natural life, if not of the natural lives of all non-
humans as well. The Biblical question of man’s dominion has now as-
sumed the shape of secular questions about man’s stewardship of and 
responsibility to the planet.59

For reasons of space, let me work with only two prominent examples 
here of such thinking: Pope Francis’s recent and prominent encyclical 
to Catholic bishops, and a recent essay by Amartya Sen. The pope’s en-
cyclical is probably the only available Western/European attempt so 
far to read humanity’s current climate crisis in terms of a deep-set spiri-
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tual crisis of modern civilization, albeit within the terms of Catholic 
theology, but that does not lessen its value. (For an Indian scholar, it is 
reminiscent of a famous essay Rabindranath Tagore wrote in 1941, the 
year he died, entitled “The Crisis of Civilization.”) The pope has quite a 
radical critique of the excesses of consumerist capitalism and especially 
of what he sees as “misguided,” “tyrannical,” “excessive,” and “mod-
ern” anthropocentrism of “throwaway” civilization that capitalism has 
spawned and promoted.60 In this context, he revisits the question of 
man’s “dominion”: “An inadequate presentation of Christian anthro-
pology gave rise to a wrong understanding of the relationship between 
human beings and the world. Often, what was handed on was a Pro-
methean vision of mastery over the world, which gave the impression 
that the protection of nature was something that only the faint-hearted 
cared about. Instead, our ‘dominion’ over the universe should be under-
stood more properly in the sense of responsible stewardship.”61 “We are 
not God,” writes Pope Francis elsewhere in the book, opposing strongly 
and by implication the view that humans are now the God species. “The 
responsibility for God’s earth means that human beings, endowed with 
intelligence, must respect the laws of nature and the delicate equilibria 
existing between the creatures of the world.”62

Amartya Sen makes a similar argument but within a non-Christian 
framework drawing on some tenets of Buddhist thought. Writing on the 
climate crisis and on human responsibility to other species, Sen argues 
for the need for a normative framework in the debate on climate change, 
one that he thinks—and I agree—should recognize the growing need 
for energy consumption by humans if the masses of Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America are going to enjoy the fruits of human civilization and 
acquire the capabilities needed for making truly democratic choices. 
But Sen also recognizes that human flourishing can come at some sig-
nificant cost to other species and therefore advocates a form of human 
responsibility toward nonhumans. Here is how his argument goes.

Consider our responsibilities toward the species that are threatened 
with destruction. We may attach importance to the preservation of 
these species not merely because the presence of these species in the 
world may sometimes enhance our own living standards. . . . This is 
where Gautama Buddha’s argument, presented in Sutta Nipata, be-
comes directly and immediately relevant. He argued that the mother 
has responsibility toward her child not merely because she had gener-
ated her, but also because she can do many things for the child that the 
child cannot itself do. . . . In the environmental context it can be argued 
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that since we are enormously more powerful than other species, . . . 
[this can be a ground for our] taking fiduciary responsibility for other 
creatures on whose lives we can have a powerful influence.63

There is, of course, some irony in the fact that one of the species “threat-
ened with [at least partial] destruction” is the human species itself. Hu-
mans need to be responsible to themselves, which, as the history of hu-
manity shows, is easier said than done. But think of the problems that 
follow from this anthropocentric placing of humans in loco parentis 
with regard to “creatures on whose lives we can have a powerful in-
fluence.” We never know of all the species on which our actions have a 
powerful influence; often we find out only with hindsight. Peter Sale, 
the Canadian ecologist, writes, for example, about “all those species 
that may be able to provide goods [for humans] but have yet to be dis-
covered and exploited, and those that provide services of which we 
simply are unaware.”64

This applies even more to the life-form that constitutes the “sheer 
bulk of the Earth’s biomass”: microbial life (bacteria and viruses). As 
Martin J. Blaser observes in his book Missing Microbes, microbes not only 
“outnumber all the mice, whales, humans, birds, insects, worms, and 
trees combined—indeed all the visible life-forms we are familiar with 
on Earth—they . . . outweigh them as well.”65 Could we ever be in a 
position to value the existence of viruses and bacteria hostile to us ex-
cept in so far as they influence—negatively or positively—our lives? 
Here again the question is complicated by the fact that ecology and pa-
thology often give us changing and contrary perspectives. Bacteria and 
viruses have played critical and often positive roles in human evolution, 
such as the ancient stomach bacteria Helicobacter pylori. But since the rise 
of antibiotics and the consequent changes in the biotic environments of 
our stomachs, however, H. pylori has come to be seen as a pathogen.66 
We cannot be responsible stewards for these life-forms even when we 
cognitively know about the critical role they have played—and will 
continue to play—in the natural history of life, including that of hu-
man life itself.67

This would mean that humans could only ever discharge the respon-
sibility Sen tasks them with imperfectly, since they would never fully 
know who exactly their wards were or for whom they could assume 
responsibility in a fiduciary sense. But here indeed is evidence of the 
strain under which the Kantian fable of human history currently labors. 
Kant did not demand of human morality that it brought within its own 
conspectus the natural history of life. Needless to say, his framework 
was based on a pre-Darwinian understanding of the history of natural 
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reproductive life and constructed long before humans began to discover 
and understand the roles of microbes in the history of life. We are at a 
point, however, where we are debating the question of extending the 
sphere of human morality and justice to include the domain of natural 
reproductive life.

It is, of course, undeniable that questions of justice between hu-
mans have been central to the tradition of the postwar humanities. 
The intensification, globally, of capitalist forms of social organization 
has sharpened the political instincts of scholars in the human sciences. 
Furthermore, given the history of human values in the second half of the 
twentieth century, we are committed in principle to securing the life of 
every human and to ensuring their moral and economic flourishing re-
gardless of the overall size of the human population and its implications 
for the biosphere.68 Besides, any practical proposal for reducing the size 
of the human population in effect becomes an antipoor proposition 
and is therefore morally repugnant. At the same time, a single-minded 
focus on human welfare and intrahuman justice increasingly seems in-
adequate. This is the dilemma to which thinkers in the humanities who 
ponder questions of modernity need to respond. The question is, Since 
what the humanities and the human sciences provide are perspectives 
from which to debate the issues of our times, can they overcome their 
hallowed and deeply set anthropocentrism and learn to look at the hu-
man world also from nonhuman points of view?

To Latour, Looking Ahead

Bruno Latour developed his art of thinking long before many of us woke 
up to the problem he was responding to: the problem posed to modern 
thought by the unsustainable opposition between nature and science 
on the one hand and culture and society on the other. He has developed 
his thinking over the number of texts including the recent An Inquiry 
into Modes of Existence.69 Since I have been discussing microbial life in 
this essay, however, let me turn to the classic book of his that speaks of 
microbes, The Pasteurization of France, to show how his thinking clears a 
path for developing an approach that challenges human modes of being 
and knowing and helps us to see where the human receives intimations 
of the nonanthropocentric precisely through the rustle of language that 
no doubt remains, ultimately, all too human.70 Additionally, it remains 
a nice coincidence for this chapter that Latour’s anticolonial humor in 
his book is aimed in part at the good old philosopher from Königsberg 
whose titanic presence in all discussions of modernity, and for all the 
barbs we can throw at him, is impossible to escape.

Quite early on in his study of Pasteur’s work, Latour draws our atten-
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tion to the agential presence of microbes not only within the constrained 
conditions of the laboratory but in everyday human life. “A salesman 
sends a perfectly clear beer to a customer,” writes Latour, but “it arrives 
corrupted.” Why? Because “between the beer and the brewer there was 
something that sometimes acted and sometimes did not. A tertium quid: 
‘a yeast,’ said the revealer of microbes.”71 The presence of microbes tells 
Latour that “we cannot form society with the social alone”: we have to 
add in “the action of microbes.”72 Thus, “you organize a demonstration 
of Eskimos in the museum. They go out to meet the public, but they also 
meet cholera and die. This is very annoying, because all you wanted to 
do was to show them and not to kill them.” “Traveling,” similarly, “with 
cow’s milk is another animal that is not domesticated, the tuberculose 
bacillus, and it slips in with your wish to feed your child. Its aims are 
so different from yours that your child dies.”73 Thus, it is only after the 
milk has undergone the process of Pasteurization—and the project of 
purification that commodification entails (chap. 4)—and the microbe 
has been “extirpated” that it will come to represent the purely “social,” 
that is, “economic and social relationships in the strict sense,” which can 
only happen in some very limited and technologically produced condi-
tions.74 Latour concludes the first part of his book by remarking that “as 
soon as we stop reducing the sciences to a few authorities that stand in 
place of them, what reappears is not only the crowds of human beings, 
. . . but also the ‘nonhuman.’”75 His project becomes that of “the eman-
cipation of the nonhumans” from what he calls “the double domination 
of society and science.”76

Microbes speak of deep time in the history of life. “For about 3 billion 
years,” writes Blaser, “bacteria were the sole living inhabitants on Earth. 
They occupied every tranche of land, air, and water, driving chemical 
reactions that created the biosphere, and set conditions for the evo-
lution of multicellular life.”77 Emancipating such nonhumans from the 
“double domination of science and society” could not be a political task 
in any institutional sense of the political. Nor does it produce an im-
mediate program of activism. It is a question, primarily and at the cur-
rent state of development of the governing institutions of humans, of 
developing a nonanthopocentric perspective on the human world.

In the second part of the book, “Irreductions,” Latour looks on this 
project of “emancipation” of the nonhuman as something akin to an 
intellectual act of decolonization. “Things-in-themselves?” he puts 
this rhetorical question to Kant with his characteristic wit, and retorts, 
“But they’re fine, thank you very much. And how are you? You complain 
about things that have not been honored by your vision?” Latour’s cri-
tique of the anthropocentrism of Kant’s thinking uses the metaphor-
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concept of colonization to create agential space for the nonhuman. 
“Things in themselves lack nothing, just as Africa did not lack whites 
before their arrival,” he writes. “However, it is possible to force those 
who did perfectly well without you to come to regret that you are not 
there. Once things are reduced to nothing, they beg you to be conscious 
of them and ask you to colonize them.” And he proceeds to place Kant 
in a line of colonial heroes: “You are the Zorros, the Tarzans, the Kants, 
the guardians of the widowed, and the protectors of orphaned things.”78 
“What would happen,” he asks further, “if we were to assume instead 
that things left to themselves are lacking nothing?”

This is also where the idea of deep time becomes a part of his cri-
tique: “For instance, what about this tree that others call Wellingtonia? 
. . . If it is lacking anything, then it is most unlikely to be you. You who 
cut down woods are not the god of trees. . . . It is older than you. . . . Soon 
you may have no more fuel for your saw. Then the tree with its carbon-
iferous allies may be able to sap your strength.” And he drives home the 
limitations of calculating on human timescales alone (which is what we 
do when we think politically): “So far it [the tree] has neither lost nor 
won, for each defines the game and time span in which its gain or loss 
is to be measured.”79

And then comes the arrow of a question aimed as much at the heart 
of ancient Biblical thought as at its Heideggerian mutation, one that 
declared humans to be specially destined to exercise dominion over the 
planet:

Who told you man was the shepherd of being? Many forces would 
like to be shepherd and to guide others as they flock to their folds to 
be sheared and dipped. There are too many of us, and we are too in-
decisive to join together into a single consciousness strong enough to 
silence all the other actors. Since you silence the things that you speak 
of, why don’t you let them talk by themselves about what is on their 
minds? Do you enjoy the double misery of Prometheus so much?80

This I regard as the most important civilizational question of our times, 
the one that the pope raised within the limits of his religion.

Latour’s epochal question reminds us that deep pasts and futures 
are not amenable to human-centered political thought or action. This 
does not mean that our usual disputations about intrahuman (in)justice, 
inequalities, and oppressive relationships will not continue; they will. 
But now that the moral and biological lives of the species Homo sapi-
ens cannot any longer be disentangled from each other, one has to learn 
to have recourse to forms of thought that go beyond—but that do not 
discard—the human political. The connected stories of the evolution 
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of this planet, its climate, and its life cannot be told from any anthro-
pocentric perspective. These other stories are necessarily anchored in 
accounts of deep time. They make us aware that humans come very 
late in the history of this planet, that the planet was never engaged in 
readying itself for our arrival, and that we do not represent any point 
of culmination in the planet’s story. This is where Latour’s—and some 
other scholars’—attempt to open up vistas of aesthetic, philosophical, 
and ethical thought help us to develop points of view that seek to place 
the current constellation of environmental crises in the larger context 
of the deeper history of natural reproductive life on this planet. This re-
turns us to our discussion of planetarity that we take up in the conclud-
ing section of the book.
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Anthropocene
Time

Many Anthropocenes?

The Anthropocene is the perhaps the only term of geological periodiza-
tion that has been widely debated among humanist scholars with no 
formal training in stratigraphy, the branch of geology concerned with 
the ordering of earthly strata and their relationship to geological time. 
“There are many Anthropocenes out there, used for different purposes 
along different lines of logic in different disciplines,” writes the earth 
scientist Jan Zalasiewicz.1 The different Anthropocenes Zalasiewicz 
mentions circulate in the human sciences as partisan, passionate ac-
counts of what caused the Anthropocene, from when it should be dated, 
who is responsible for the onset of this epoch, and even what the proper 
designation of this epoch should be. Many argue about the politics of 
the name and propose, for instance, that the epoch be more properly 
called “the Capitalocene” or “econocene” so that a vague and undiffer-
entiated humanity—“anthropos”—is not held responsible for bringing 
about this uncertain time and that the blame is laid squarely at the door 
of a system: capitalism or the global economic system.

The Anthropocene debate thus entails a constant conceptual traffic 
between earth history and world history. There is widespread recogni-
tion now that we are passing through a unique phase of human history 
when, for the first time ever, we consciously connect events that happen 
on vast geological scales—such as changes to the whole climate system 
of the planet—with what we might do in the everyday lives of individu-
als, collectivities, institutions, and nations (such as burning fossil fuels). 
There is also agreement—however provisional—among scholars who 
debate the term Anthropocene that, irrespective of from when we date 
it (the invention of agriculture, expansion and colonization by Europe, 
the Industrial Revolution, or the first testing of the atomic bomb), we 
are already in the Anthropocene.
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The Anthropocene requires us to think on the two vastly different 
scales of time that earth history and world history respectively involve: 
the tens of millions of years that a geological epoch usually encom-
passes (the Holocene seems to have been a particularly short epoch if 
the Anthropocene thesis is right) versus the five hundred years at most 
that can be said to constitute the history of capitalism. Yet in most dis-
cussions of the Anthropocene, questions of geological time fall out of 
view, and the time of human world history comes to predominate. This 
one-sided conversion of earth-historical time into the time of world his-
tory extracts an intellectual price, for if we do not take into account 
earth history processes that out-scale our very human sense of time, we 
do not quite see the depth of the predicament that confronts humans 
today. Zalasiewicz’s arresting remark that to link the problem of the 
stratigraphic boundary separating the Anthropocene from its prede-
cessor epoch, the Holocene, with events in the world history of humans 
alone “would run counter to a peculiarity of geological time, which 
is that, at heart, it is simply time—albeit in very large amounts” serves 
as my point of entry into the Anthropocene debate.2 This chapter de-
velops a distinction that Zalasiewicz introduces in this context between 
human-centered and planet-centered thinking.

But before we follow up on the logic of Zalasiewicz’s argument that 
brings into view the geological aspect of the time of the Anthropocene, 
we need to begin by explaining why the time of geology presently flits 
in and out of our attention.

Why Geological Time Falls Out of the Anthropocene Debate

Even though it refers to a new period in the planet’s geological history 
and therefore to geological time, the term Anthropocene was used from 
its very inception as a measure not of geological time—it is not a unit 
of time—but of the extent of human impact on the planet. According 
to John Bellamy Foster, the appearance of the Soviet geochemist Vladi-
mir I. Vernadsky’s pioneering book The Biosphere in 1926 “corresponded 
to the first introduction of the term Anthropocene (together with An-
thropogene) by his colleague, the Soviet geologist Aleksei Pavlov.”3 
From the very beginning, the term referred to the extraordinary scale 
of human influence on the planet. Foster cites Vernadsky on the subject: 
“Proceeding from the notion of the geological role of man, the geolo-
gist A. P. Pavlov [1854–1929] . . . used to speak of the anthropogenic era, in 
which we live. . . . He rightfully emphasized that man . . . is becoming a 
mighty and ever-growing geological force.”4

The recent revival of the term originates from a conference of Earth 
system scientists in Mexico, where the renowned chemist Paul Crutzen 
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is said to have angrily remarked, “Stop using the word Holocene. We’re 
not in the Holocene any more. We are in the . . . the . . . the . . . the An-
thropocene!”5 When later, in the year 2000, Crutzen and the lake biolo-
gist Eugene F. Stoermer proposed a general adoption of the idea of the 
Anthropocene, it was not the problem of time that was foremost in their 
considerations. They saw the word as a convenient shorthand for point-
ing to the size of the human footprint on the planet: “Considering . . . 
[the major] and still growing impacts of human activities on earth and 
the atmosphere . . . at all, including global, scales,” they recommended 
the term Anthropocene for “the current geological epoch” as a way of reg-
istering “the central role of mankind in geology and ecology.”6

The term Anthropocene helped focus public attention on the possi-
bility that human beings now so dominated the planet that their col-
lective impact was comparable to those of very large-scale planetary 
forces. The paleoclimatologist David Archer clearly saw the term An-
thropocene as a rough measure of human impact on earth processes: 
“Geologic time periods in the past are generally delineated by major 
changes in climate or by biological extinctions. Earth’s alleged gradua-
tion from the Holocene to the Anthropocene is therefore a statement 
that humankind has become a powerful force in Earth evolution.”7 He 
even gave us a precise estimate of the kind of planetary geophysical 
force that humans had become:

The deepest and most profound climate changes seem to take place 
on timescales of millennia and longer. The great ice sheets grow and 
usually melt on timescales of millennia, a huge response to wobbles 
in the Earth’s orbit. The natural carbon cycle acted as a positive feed-
back, amplifying the response to the orbit. . . . Human climate forcing 
has the potential to overwhelm the orbital climate forcing, taking con-
trol of the ice ages. Mankind is becoming a force in climate compa-
rable to the orbital variations that drive the glacial cycles.8

In explaining the term Anthropocene in 2011, a good ten years after it 
had been proposed, Will Steffen, Jacques Grinevald, Paul Crutzen, and 
John McNeill reiterated that the “concept of the Anthropocene . . . was 
introduced to capture this quantitative shift in the relationship between 
humans and the global environment. . . . Humankind . . . rivals some of 
the great forces of Nature in its impact on the functioning of the Earth 
system” and has become “a global geological force in its own right.”9 
Talking about a new geological epoch was a way of emphasizing the 
sheer scale of human impact on the planet.

Discussions, scientific or not, of human impact on the planet’s en-
vironment could never be completely separated from moral concerns. 
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Should humans have so large an impact at all? Could they even afford to 
have such an impact without imperiling their own existence? These and 
similar questions were never far from the concerns of the researchers 
mentioned above. This is why they took on the citizenly role of publi-
cizing their findings. Such moral concerns have perhaps always accom-
panied attempts to quantify human impact on Earth. It frames, for in-
stance, John R. McNeill’s landmark book Something New Under the Sun: An 
Environmental History of the Twentieth-Century World, published in 2000, 
perhaps the most remarkable attempt to date by a historian to docu-
ment meticulously human impact on the resources, atmosphere, and 
the biosphere of the planet. The book is framed by a moral judgment 
McNeill makes at the beginning: “Albert Einstein famously refused to 
‘believe that God plays dice with the world.’ But in the twentieth cen-
tury, humankind has begun to play dice with the planet, without know-
ing all the rules of the game.”10 Even the authors of a pioneering 1957 
scientific paper on “Increase of Atmospheric CO2 during the Past De-
cades” (now considered to have been of historical importance in the 
development of the science of anthropogenic climate change), Roger 
Revelle and Hans E. Suess, could not help using words that clearly 
reached beyond the purely scientific. “Human beings,” they said, “are 
now carrying out a large-scale geophysical experiment of a kind that 
could not have happened in the past nor be reproduced in the future. 
Within a few centuries we are returning to the atmosphere and oceans 
the concentrated organic carbon stored in sedimentary rocks over hun-
dreds of millions of years.”11 A rising sense of alarm as climate science 
progressed in the 1970s and 1980s resulted in the establishment in 1989 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). What was 
still a grand “experiment” on the part of humanity in Revelle and Suess’s 
prose in 1957, as the IPCC presented their various assessment reports 
through the 1990s and the 2000s, transformed into a message warning 
governments about the risks of a “dangerous” climate change facing 
humanity.

From the very beginning of its career, then, the Anthropocene has had 
two lives, sometimes in the same texts: a scientific life involving mea-
surements and debates among qualified scientists, and a more popu‑ 
lar life as a moral-political issue. So long as the Anthropocene was seen 
mainly as a measure of human impact, though acknowledged as the im-
pact that ushered in a new period in the planet’s history, the focus re-
mained on the force and its wielder (humanity, capitalist classes, rich 
nations, capitalism), and questions of geological time simply fell into the 
shadows. Moral questions about culpability and responsibility have nec-
essarily dominated this debate. Not surprising, perhaps, if we remember 
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Sheila Jasanoff ’s observation that “representations of the natural world 
attain stability and persuasive power . . . not through forcible detach-
ment from context, but through constant, mutually sustaining inter-
actions between our senses of the is and the ought: of how things are and 
how they should be.”12

Translating “Force” into “Power,”  
from Earth History to World History

It is the moral side of the Anthropocene debate—questions of histori-
cal responsibility for the warming that has happened so far—that re-
quires us to translate ideas that have deeply to do with earth history, 
geology, and geological time into the language of world/human his-
tory.13 This entails, however, two important acts of displacement:  
the displacement-translation of the category “force”—referring to the 
physical pull that one material body exerts on another (to go by the 
Newtonian understanding of it), thus humanity as a geological force—
into the human-existential category of power and its sociological-
institutional correlates, and the accompanying dislodging of the prob-
lem of the Anthropocene from the realm of geological time to the time 
of human or world history.14

The displacement of the category of physical force onto the historical-
existential category of power is visible in the writings of two groups of 
scholars and activists: those who want to assign culpability for the of-
fense of creating the global environmental crisis, and those who seek 
in the crisis of global warming an ethical horizon for the future of hu-
manity as a whole. Sometimes, we may find both tendencies in the same 
text. Take two documents that were published in the early 1990s: the 
first-ever report of the IPCC that was published in 1990, and the 1991 
tract Global Warming in an Unequal World, by two Indian environmental 
activists, the late Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, whom we encoun-
tered before (e.g., in chap. 4). “There is concern,” said the first IPCC re-
port in its summary for policy makers, “that human activities may be 
inadvertently changing the climate of the globe through the enhanced 
greenhouse effect . . . which will cause the temperature of the Earth’s 
surface to increase. . . . If this occurs, consequent changes may have a 
significant impact on society.”15 Agarwal and Narain objected to such 
sweeping use of the word “human,” though the immediate target of 
their polemic was not the first IPCC report but a report of the World 
Resources Institute (WRI) on the “global environment” published in the 
same year as the IPCC report (1990).16 It was this report, readers will 
remember, that Agarwal and Narain described as an “excellent example 
of environmental colonialism.”17
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For Agarwal and Narain, as we have noted before, it was as though 
the talk about climate change was creating a cruel and unfair “regime 
of historicity”—to speak with François Hartog—that threatened to 
foreclose the world-historical time of development in which the future 
was an open vista of modernization that the United States and Soviet 
Union inspired after the Second World War.18 They could not see what 
today may look like an Asian future for the crisis of climate change. 
They shared the “fear” of “many developing countries” that the climate 
talk was aimed to “put serious brakes on their development by limiting 
their ability to produce energy, particularly from coal.”19 This is why one 
could see the argument for “climate justice” as an argument in world 
history (which is not to deny the developing nations’ point about cli-
mate justice). A particular and familiar narrative of European imperial-
ism was encrypted in the reference to “colonialism” in the very title of 
Agarwal and Narain’s tract and the explicit third-worldist vocabulary 
of their text. This was putting the problem squarely in terms of world 
history.

Once the idea of the Anthropocene had been mooted, Swedish aca-
demics Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg were among the first to fire a 
salvo against the proposition that global warming was “anthropogenic” 
in nature, objecting, in the manner of Agarwal and Narain, to the use of 
the word anthropos. “Realising that climate change is ‘anthropogenic,’” 
they wrote, “is really to appreciate that it is sociogenic.”20

The succession of energy technologies following steam—electricity, 
the internal combustion engine, the petroleum complex: cars, tankers, 
aviation—have all been introduced through investment decisions, 
sometimes with crucial inputs from certain governments but rarely 
through democratic deliberation. The privilege of instigating new 
rounds appears to have stayed with the class ruling commodity pro-
duction.

Citing the facts that “as of 2008, the advanced capitalist countries or 
the ‘North’ composed 18.8% of the world population, but were respon-
sible for 72.7 [per cent] of the CO2 emitted since 1850,” they asked: “Are 
these facts reconcilable with a view of humankind as the new geological 
agent?” Starting from the premise that “uneven distribution is a con-
dition for the very existence of the modern, fossil-fuel technology,” they 
argued for the “need to probe the depths of social history,” something 
that “geologists, meteorologists and their colleagues are not necessarily 
well-equipped to study.”21 The need of the hour was to stay faithful 
to—and not “abandon”—“the fundamental concerns of social science, 
which importantly include theorization of culture and power.”22 How else, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/8/2021 10:32 AM via UNIV OF CHICAGO. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	A  n t h r opoc    e n e  T i m e 	 161

they asked in concluding their essay, “can we even imagine a disman-
tling of the fossil[-fuel] economy?” “Species-thinking on climate change 
is conducive to mystification and political paralysis.”23

Many others have followed suit, notably among them the sociolo-
gist Jason Moore, who recommended that the new geological epoch be 
given a name suggestive of the more immediate factors that in his opin-
ion brought it about: Capitalocene.24 Moore acknowledged that this “is 
an ugly word in an ugly system,” but “the Age of Capitalism does not 
merit an aesthetically pleasing moniker.”25 I do not wish to either en-
dorse or criticize the appellation on which Moore decided; my point 
is to show how applying this nomenclature entailed, once again, the 
act of folding the concept of “force”—humans as a geophysical force—
into the human-existential category of power that is intrinsic to world 
history. Here is Moore on the subject, beginning with a bit of banter: 
“[The dominant Anthropocene narrative] tells us that the origins of the 
modern world are to be found in England. . . . The motive force behind 
this epochal shift? In two words: coal and steam. The driving force be-
hind coal and steam? Not class. Not capital. Not imperialism. Not even 
culture . . . you guessed it: the Anthropos: Humanity as an undifferenti-
ated whole.” And his critique follows: “The Anthropocene makes for an 
easy story . . . because it does not challenge the naturalized inequalities, 
alienation, and violence inscribed in modernity’s strategic relations of 
power and production. . . . This erasure, this elevation of the Anthropos as a 
collective actor has encouraged . . . a meta-theory of humanity as a col-
lective agent, without acknowledging the forces of capital and empire 
that have cohered in modern world history.”26 Needless to say, the word 
force used here by Moore with reference to capital does not connote the 
Newtonian meaning of the word.

Ian Angus, who has produced a thoughtful Marxist-historical analy-
sis of the Anthropocene—and who, incidentally, does not like the term 
Capitalocene and acknowledges that Earth system scientists recommend-
ing the Anthropocene do not necessarily deny questions of climate jus-
tice or human differentiation—effects the same displacement by split-
ting the Anthropocene into two separate phenomena: a “biophysical” 
Anthropocene and a “socioeconomic” one.27 The biophysical Anthropo-
cene—“a qualitative change in Earth’s most critical physical character-
istics that has profound implications for all living things”—is important, 
“but to properly understand the Anthropocene, we must see it as a socio-
ecological phenomenon,” the “culmination of two centuries of capitalist 
development,” a period of “economic and social change during which 
the Holocene ended and the Anthropocene began.”28

The displacement-translation of “force” into “power” is also under-
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taken by those who, in order to motivate humans to do something to 
mitigate the effects of their planetary footprint, appeal to the human 
sense of their own timescales. Even Earth system scientists defend-
ing the idea of geological time have found it important, strategically, 
to concede the point that “in wider society, geological time-scales are 
often used as reasons for non-action on societal, intergenerational, and 
individual timescales (‘climate has always changed,’ ‘coral reefs have 
become extinct several times, but reappeared’ and so on).”29

The sense that the scientist-communicator of anthropogenic climate 
change has to constantly move between different scales of time haunts, 
for example, Archer’s book The Long Thaw. Archer’s geologist eyes are 
trained to see how humans have already changed the climate of the 
planet for the next one hundred thousand years at least. But, he asks, in 
the very first chapter of the book, “Why should we mere mortals care 
about altering climate 100,000 years from now? . . . The rules of eco-
nomics, which govern much of our behavior, tend to limit our focus to 
even shorter time frames.” So Archer uses temporal scales that can con-
nect to the reader’s sense of pride and shame. “How would it feel,” he 
asks his reader, “if the ancient Greeks, for example, had taken advan-
tage of some lucrative business opportunity for a few centuries, aware 
of potential costs—such as, say, a stormier world, or the loss of 10% of 
agricultural production to rising sea levels—that could persist to this 
day? This is not how I want to be remembered.”30 This may not be effec-
tive rhetoric goading people into action, but the translation of physical 
“force” into the very human terms of “power” and “responsibility” may 
be seen to be at work in all texts searching for a planetary human ethics 
in the present time.

Both geological time and historical time are expressive of human 
categories, but they are tinged with different kinds of affect. It is, of 
course, only within the sense of time that informs world history that we 
can speak of hope or despair. A certain degree of metaphorical use of 
the idea of the Anthropocene is therefore recommended by some Earth 
system scientists themselves, and note their quick switch from “force” 
to “power.” “The Anthropocene used as a metaphor might help trigger 
new normative and ethical thinking. If humanity now has the power of 
being a ‘geological force,’ it follows that such power should be used 
carefully and sparingly. . . . That, at least, might enable the Anthropo-
cene to symbolize hope rather than despair.”31 This, of course, assumes 
that humanity is one and that this “one” can act as an individual per-
son does, using one’s capacity (“power to be a geophysical force”) with 
care and responsibility. The astrobiologist David Grinspoon’s recent 
book with the telltale title Earth in Human Hands gives us yet another 
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example of what I have come to think of as code-switching between 
the physical category of force and the social-existential categories of 
“consciousness” and “power.” “Nobody can credibly deny,” he writes, 
“that we are in a time of rampant human influence on Earth. Defined 
in this crude way, the Anthropocene obviously exists, so why insist it 
must be bad? What do you propose? That we convince everyone to feel 
bad about their rotten species?” The ethical task, Greenspoon thinks, 
is for humanity to be a conscious geological force: “Our choice is over 
what kind of human-influenced Earth we will have. We may lament this 
truth, but we no longer have the option to choose not to be geological 
change agents. . . . How to do it right—that should be our concern.”32 
Humans, writes the earth scientist Daniel Schrag, are at a “point of no 
return.” “In the Anthropocene,” he adds, “ the survival of nature as we 
know it may depend on the control of nature [by humans]—a precari-
ous position for the future of society, of biological diversity and of the 
geobiological circuitry that underpins the Earth system.”33 Clive Hamil-
ton, who has played a pioneering role in discussions of climate change 
by humanist scholars, argues in his book Defiant Earth for a “new anthro-
pocentrism”—likening humanity to a “conscious force.” In a “geologi-
cal epoch in which humans now rival the great forces of nature,” the 
“future of the entire planet, including many forms of life, is now contin-
gent on the decisions of a conscious force, even if the signs of it acting in 
concert are only embryonic (and may be still born). In the face of this 
brute fact, . . . denying the uniqueness and power of humans becomes 
perverse.”34

If we had to name, from among world historians, a patron saint for 
this vision of a world-historical future for humanity in which humans 
take collective responsibility for their physical impact on the planet, 
it would be William H. McNeill. At a world history conference held in 
1994 at Wesleyan University, he even proposed a world-historical role 
for world historians: “by constructing a perspicacious and accurate 
world history, historians can play a modest but useful part in facilitat-
ing a tolerable future for humanity as a whole and for all its different 
parts . . . inasmuch as a clear and vivid sense of the whole human past 
can help to soften future conflicts by making clear what we all share.”35 
This called for an intellectual partnership between scientists and world 
historians, as McNeill argued a few years later in a 2002 essay: “It is time 
for historians to . . . begin to connect their own professional thinking 
and writing with the revised scientific version of the nature of things.”36 
A total history of humanity was the history of the species: “We are . . . 
at one with our predecessors, immersed in processes we do not control 
and can only dimly understand—a process nonetheless that has made 
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us . . . the most disturbing . . . and . . . extraordinarily powerful factor 
in upsetting the multiple levels of . . . equilibria within which we exist. 
. . . Perspicacious history of how we got to where we are might even 
improve human chances of survival.”37 A year later, in 2003, he wrote, 
“our species as a whole [has become] an unexampled threat to other 
life-forms. Long-term disaster may well loom ahead: but so far so good 
. . . humankind’s greatest age may still lie ahead. Or, just as probably, we 
may be precipitously rushing toward any of several disastrous termina-
tions of our altogether extraordinary career on earth.”38

This turn toward human capacities for a solution to our global envi-
ronmental crisis also marks the end of John L. Brooke’s magisterial sur-
vey of the history of humanity through various climate regimes on this 
planet. “In the final analysis,” writes Brooke,

our current circumstance needs to be seen both as a crisis in the re-
lation of humanity to the earth system, and as a moment in the long-
term transformation of economic systems on a scale with any of the 
great ruptures of the human past. . . . What is necessary, what all the 
pragmatists are working for, what the pessimists despair of, and what 
the deniers reject . . . is a global solution. We hold it in our collective ca-
pacity to address the earth system crisis that is now upon us. That capacity 
must be mobilized by an informed political will.39

Once, again, the solution to problems on the scale of earth history is 
sought in the human timescales of politics and world history. I will have 
more to say about the displacement effected here.

The Time of World History

The time of world history is, ultimately, the same as what Reinhart 
Koselleck identified as the time of human history. The texture of human-
historical time, as Koselleck famously suggested, is made up of the warp 
and woof of two fundamental categories that for Koselleck constituted 
“an anthropological condition” for history itself: “the space of experi-
ence” and “the horizon of expectation.”40 Koselleck expressed power-
fully what many thinkers over the ages had thought about the human 
sense of historical time. Recall Augustine, for instance: “The present of 
past things is memory; the present of present things is direct percep-
tion; and the present of future things is expectation.”41

Neither human-historical time nor the time of geology, both being 
of human making, is empty of affect. But they engage, as mentioned 
before, very different types of affect. There have, of course, been ar-
guments about whether or not the sheer chronology of world history 
should be looked upon as working like a sack of empty time indifferent 
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to the events we pour into it. Some scholars have recommended this 
thought on moral grounds:

Empty time has to be taken in a sense that implies more than a mathe-
matical method to bring abstract order to given data. Time has to be 
taken as a potential bond of life, history as a garden with a common 
concept of life, real life. This is the only way to provide a common 
ground for historical narratives, for keeping history as a universal 
reality together. We may produce all kinds of historical concepts and 
historical temporality, but we do not escape the necessity to hold fast 
to the concept of empty time as the open field on which histories may 
arise, keeping in touch with one another.42

Koselleck’s anticipatory rebuttal of this point is also worth recall-
ing. He agrees that in constructing historical time that is always “tied 
to social and political units of action, to particular acting and suffer-
ing human beings, and to their institutions and organizations,” one may 
very well need “measures of time that derive from the mathematical-
physical understanding of nature . . . : the dates or length of a life or of 
an institution, the nodal or turning points of political or military series 
of events, . . . [and so on].” But such a mathematical-physical under-
standing of time cannot act as the ground for human history: “an in-
terpretation of the interrelations that result already leads beyond the 
natural or astronomically processed determinations of time. Political 
constraints on decisions made . . . [and other considerations], in their 
mutual interaction or dependence[,] finally [force] us to adopt social 
and political determinations of time that, although they are naturally 
caused, must be defined as specifically historical.”43

Experience, Koselleck explains, is “present past” and could include 
a “rational reworking” of the past as well as “unconscious modes of 
conduct which do not have to be present in awareness.” Expectation is 
“the future made present” oriented to “that which is to be revealed.”44 
The two could interpenetrate—“only the unexpected has the power to 
surprise and this surprise involves a new experience”—and Koselleck 
would spend many pages explaining how in the time of the modern, in 
Neuzeit, “the difference between experience and expectation is increas-
ingly enlarged,” and “eager expectations” may also “remove themselves 
from all previous experience.”45 “In brief,” he summed up, “it is the ten-
sion between experience and expectation that, in ever-changing pat-
terns, brings about new resolutions and through this generates histori-
cal time.”46 This means historical time cannot be separated from certain 
kinds of human affect: “prospects of the future, raising hopes and anxi-
eties, making one precautionary or planful,” they all go into the making 
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of historical time.47 This is what climate change as “world history” is: a 
stage for the play of various human emotions including those of hope 
and despair. One could indeed look upon the Paris climate deal of 2015 
as such an intense and frenetic piece of world history.48

In contrast, one could say that the human affect that usually relates 
to the time of geology would be very different. Several geological peri-
ods, personalities, and events have, of course, entered human time as 
culturally processed phenomena—the Jurassic age of dinosaurs, for 
instance, or the 1815 eruption of the Tambora volcano in Indonesia.49 
But most geological events do not undergo such affective processing. 
We have no obvious emotions about the great oxygenation event of 2.5 
billion years ago—though human life would be inconceivable without 
that event—or about the Ordovician-Silurian great extinction event 
that took place more than 440 million years ago.

Thinking Geological Time

How then does the question of “simple” geological time—time to which 
Earth system history, with its million-year carbon cycles, properly be-
longs—erupt in this landscape of understanding that constantly re-
locates both the ideas of humans wielding a geophysical force and the 
new geological epoch of the Anthropocene in the affective past, pres-
ent, and future of human power and responsibility?

The recent story of the Anthropocene reversed the usual relation-
ship between geologists’ work and the big themes of human or even 
other kinds of histories.50 “Geologists tend not to think about history, 
much,” writes Zalasiewicz, for the story they eventually want to put 
together concerns not only the geology of this planet but also of “the 
billion strong” planets and moons orbiting “other stars in the galaxy,” 
not to mention “the planetary bodies that will be present in the one 
hundred billion or so other galaxies within the known Universe” that 
we cannot even see into yet. So how does a geologist get to place “any 
particular, strange and novel event within” a big story “such as—for in-
stance—the extraordinary set of processes that we humans have pre-
cipitated?” From where does a practicing geologist start to think about 
the proposed new geological epoch of the Anthropocene?

The usual starting point for the geologist, writes Zalasiewicz, is sel-
dom the big story itself but “fragments”—“small shards of the greater 
whole that have attracted the attention of some passing geologist, 
using that last word extremely loosely.” The larger synthesis “typically 
emerges” once sufficient detail has been “collected together” to gener-
ate recognizable patterns in “what seemed initially to be bewilderingly 
chaotic.”51 He gives the example of the Carboniferous period that lasted 
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from about 359 to 299 million years ago and that produced coal-rich 
strata of rocks. Generations of geologists mapped out these rocks in 
extreme detail for practical “here and now” purposes. The larger story 
that “those Carboniferous rocks are a memory of something else en-
tirely—of a world of primeval swamp forests, with amphibians and 
giant dragonflies, without flowers, or birds, or mammals” was seldom 
the main concern of working geologists. The big history of that distant 
past, “now separated off as a segment of time some 60 million years 
long”—the story of the Carboniferous period—“may now be recon-
structed in imagination” from these rocks but “never again touched, or 
seen, or experienced.”52

However, so long as we think of the name and the concept of the An-
thropocene as a measure—and a critique—of the impact humans have 
had on the geobiology of the planet, we cannot escape the moral pull 
of world history, for questions of empires, colonies, institutions, classes, 
nations, special-interest lobbies—in a word, the world system created 
by European empires and capitalism—are then never far from our con-
cerns. This is clearly the reason why the Anthropocene, perhaps, is the 
only suggested name of a geological period that has critically engaged—
if not outraged—many scholars in the human sciences. The archaeolo-
gist and anthropologist Kathleen D. Morrison, for instance, proposed 
that the task at hand was to “provincialize the Anthropocene” in order 
to expose the “hidden Eurocentrism” of the concept. It represented, in 
her judgment, “an effort to expand (rather homogenized) European his-
torical experiences, frameworks and chronologies onto the rest of the 
world.” For her, the problem remains that “most proposals for an An-
thropocene era adopt a rather limited historical perspective, assuming 
that significant environmental impact began only with the (European, 
and especially British) Industrial Revolution.” “Provincializing the An-
thropocene” meant therefore “that we no longer take European agri-
cultural or industrial history as a starting point.”53 Instead, Morrison 
pointed to other possible beginnings: “large-scale human burnings,” for 
instance, that have for a very long time “reshaped vegetation regimes,” 
or agriculture, “another major means by which our species has reshaped 
not only vegetation, but also soils, slopes, hydrology, disease environ-
ments, the distribution of wild plants and animals and has made pos-
sible new configurations of human population.”54 One could add to this 
list megafauna extinction, rice production, and other big events, includ-
ing the control and management of fire, suggesting the force of human 
impact on the planet.

In a significant paper published in 2015, two British geographers, 
Simon L. Lewis and Mark A. Maslin, starting from the premise “that 
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formal establishment of an Anthropocene epoch would mark a funda-
mental change in the relationship between humans and the Earth sys-
tem,” suggested two possible dates for when the Anthropocene may 
have begun: 1610 and 1964. They agreed that to define a geological 
time unit, “formal criteria must be met.” Yet dating the beginning of 
the Anthropocene also remained for them a necessarily moral-political 
exercise: “defining an early start date may, in political terms, ‘normal-
ize’ global environmental change. Meanwhile, agreeing [to] a later start 
date related to the Industrial Revolution may, for example, be used to 
assign historical responsibility for carbon dioxide emissions to particu-
lar countries or regions during the industrial era.” Besides, they added, 
“the formal definition of the Anthropocene makes scientists arbiters, 
to an extent, of the human-environment relationship, itself an act with 
consequences beyond geology. Hence there is more interest in the An-
thropocene than other epoch definitions.”55

In the end, Lewis and Maslin preferred 1610 to 1964 as a point from 
which to date the Anthropocene. They gave evidence-based scientific 
reasoning for their preference: a decline in atmospheric CO2 (7–10 ppm 
between 1570 and 1620) coinciding with a massive decline in popula-
tion in the Americas following the arrival of Europeans (from 64 million 
in 1492 to 6 million “via exposures to diseases . . . , war, enslavement and 
famine”).56 But they also mobilized world-historical arguments to jus-
tify their choice.

The choice of either 1610 or 1964 [showing a “distinct peak in radio-
activity” from detonation of nuclear bombs] would probably affect 
the perception of human actions on the environment. . . . [1610] im-
plies that colonialism, global trade and coal brought about the Anthro-
pocene. Broadly, this highlights social concerns, particularly the un-
equal power relationships between different groups of people, economic 
growth, the impact of globalized trade, and our current reliance on 
fossil fuels. . . . Choosing the bomb spike tells a story of an elite-driven 
technological development that threatens planet-wide destruction.57

They saw the Anthropocene as something that brought together earth 
history and world history: “The impact of the meeting of Old and New 
World human populations—including the geologically unprecedented 
homogenization of Earth’s biota—may serve to mark the beginning of 
the Anthropocene. . . . It represents a major event in world history [as 
well].”58

Lewis and Maslin’s point of view has been both vigorously criti-
cized and defended.59 But the Anthropocene, so long as it is seen as a 
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measure of human impact on the planet, can have only plural begin-
nings and must remain an informal rather than a formal category of ge-
ology, capable of bearing multiple stories about human institutions and 
morality. The issue cannot be separated from political and moral con-
cerns. Questions of stratigraphic significance—such as, is there enough 
evidence in the strata of the planet for stratigraphers to be able to argue 
that the thresholds of the Holocene epoch have been exceeded?—then 
get written over by varieties of human history, deep and shallow, big 
and small. Zalasiewicz’s paper, which I began with, is of interest in this 
debate for this very reason: it removes—perhaps for the first time in 
the decade-old controversy about the Anthropocene—the cobweb (or 
should I say, the human web) of world-historical time to bring into view 
what he calls the time, “simply,” of geology.

Zalasiewicz makes some crucial moves that should be noted. He rec-
ognizes that when “the Anthropocene was born—in a practical sense, 
at least—with Paul Crutzen’s inspired improvisation at a conference in 
Mexico just fifteen years ago, the usual procedures were turned upside 
down.”60 The idea came from “the Earth system community, monitoring 
planetary change in real time.” But they were not necessarily stratigra-
phers. When the Anthropocene Working Group of the Subcommission 
on Quaternary Research, “a component body of the International Com-
mission of Stratigraphy (the decision-making body that oversees the 
Geological Time Scale)” was set up, the “first task” of the group was “to 
see whether there is in effect, a stratal unit on Earth that may be sys-
tematically recognized and assigned, as a material body, to the Anthro-
pocene Epoch.” In geologists’ parlance, such a “material time-rock unit, 
parallel to the ‘time’ unit, would be termed an Anthropocene series.”61 
In this particular essay and elsewhere, Zalasiewicz and his colleagues 
have gone to great lengths explaining what materials (including techno-
fossils) such a time-rock unit would most likely be made of.62

This quest for stratigraphic records proper to the Anthropocene is 
centered on the question of whether it could be argued that there is 
enough evidence in the lithosphere and on the surface of the planet to 
support the proposition that the planet has exited the threshold of the 
Holocene epoch. The critical questions for stratigraphers are not “how 
globally important”—in human terms—the new boundary is or “when 
was the first sign of influence of some major new factor in the Earth 
system?” a question that understandably concerned many who debated 
the moral aspects of the idea of the Anthropocene. As Zalasiewicz puts 
it, “ in terms of the definition of a ‘stratigraphic Anthropocene,’ [at issue 
is] . . . change to the Earth system rather than a change to the extent 
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to which [we] are recognizing human influence.” It is important to be 
able to show with stratigraphic evidence that “the planetary system is 
recognizably changing.” The task of making a formal proposition for the 
Anthropocene does not necessarily require the stratigrapher to be inter-
ested in the whodunit part of the story. The impact on the lithosphere is 
what matters; the author of the impact is not important. The name An-
thropocene carries no special literal or human significance for stratigra-
phers, for “it just happens to be the activities of the human species that 
are currently the main perturbing force.” “The Anthropocene,” writes 
Zalasiewicz, “would remain just as important geologically, because of 
the scale of the planetary (and hence stratal) effects, if it had some other 
cause” than human activities. “Indeed,” he remarks, “the concept would 
then probably be rather easier for humans to comprehend and react 
to.”63 From this stratigraphic perspective—necessary if one were to for-
malize the new geological epoch—the Anthropocene, as Zalasiewicz 
puts it, is “seen as a planet-centred, rather than human-centred phe-
nomenon.”64

It is his concern with what he calls the “stratigraphic Anthropocene” 
that enables Zalasiewicz to distill his point about geological time as dis-
tinct from the time of human history. “The question of the [epochal] 
boundary has aroused a good deal of comment,” he writes, “not least 
as regards the protracted and progressive nature of significant hu-
man influence on the Earth, ranging from the beginnings of the ex-
tinctions of the terrestrial megafauna, starting as long as 50,000 years 
ago . . . through the development and spread of agriculture beginning 
some ten thousand years ago, to the origin and spread of urbanization 
a little later.” The resulting “time-transgressive human-altered surface 
layer,” called the archaeosphere, has sometimes been seen as “the most 
visible reflection” of the Anthropocene. But “this would be a paral-
lel,” comments Zalasiewicz, “of archaeological time terms such as ‘Paleo-
lithic,’ ‘Bronze Age,’ and so on, which are all different ages in different 
regions, reflecting the cultural state [and we might add, power rela-
tions] of the local human populations.” One could add “Capitalocene” 
to this list of human-centered rather than planet-centered definitions of 
the Anthropocene. And they would all, says Zalasiewicz, “run counter 
to a peculiarity of geological time that, at heart, is simply time—albeit 
in very large amounts. A time boundary (whether geochronological or 
chronostratigraphical) is just an interface in time, of no duration what-
soever—it is less than an instant—between one interval of time (which 
may be millions of years long) and another. It is inherently synchronous 
within the domain across which it operates, which is that of the home 
planet.”65
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Human-Centered and Planet-Centered Ways of Thinking

Let us stay for a moment with the distinction that Zalasiewicz made 
between human-centered and planet-centered ways of thinking. As-
pects of the thesis about humans constituting a geological force com-
parable to the Milankovitch effect that controls the glacial-interglacial 
cycles entail thinking on temporal scales that are indeed too large for 
any political-affective apprehension and hence for the making of poli-
tics or policy. Some of the earth processes are extremely slow in human 
terms. As David Archer says, the million-year carbon cycle of the planet 
is “irrelevant for political considerations of climate change on human 
time scales,” but “ultimately the global warming climate event will last 
for as long as it takes these slow processes to act.”66 Soil, fossil fuel, and 
biodiversity are not renewable on human timescales. Past catastrophes, 
write Charles H. Langmuir and Wally Broecker in their book How to 
Build a Habitable Planet, show that “biodiversity recovers only on time-
scales of millions of years.”67 These are all events or processes that have 
been affected by human activity but they act themselves out not on the 
timescale of world history but on geological scales of time.

Geological time is not identical to absolute mathematical time. There 
remains a material side of time for geologists, for there is no geological 
time without geological objects. Ultimately, for the purposes of our dis-
cussion, this time is written into the strata of the planet. “And indeed 
it is these strata, with their radionuclides, fly ash, microplastics, super-
market chicken bones and so on that form the core of the argument 
for the ‘geological [stratigraphic] Anthropocene,’” writes Zalasiewicz.68

But however we think of geological time—and over a long number 
of years Christian theology (geology as the Book of Nature), astronomy, 
physics, evolutionary biology, and other areas of thought have contrib-
uted to its history—it belongs in part to a class of time that has always 
been seen (long before geology) as opposed to the sense or scale of tem-
porality of human history.69 Saint Augustine saw this kind of time as ex-
pressed in numbers “to which we cannot give a name”; Buffon thought 
of it as time that did not “conform to the limited powers of our intel-
ligence”; Darwin described its “vastness” as “incomprehensible”; self-
described geologists in the early nineteenth century came to accept it 
as something that—in the words of one of their great historians—was 
“literally beyond human imagination” even if “no quantitative figures 
could [yet] be attached to it.”70 All these descriptions, of course, do not 
speak of “empty time,” shorn, as such, of human affect. Augustine, Buf-
fon, and Darwin all speak of this time only in its relationship to being 
human, thus marking it as representing a limit to the time of histori-
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cality, as a conceptual-temporal place where “meaning making” of hu-
man history—the tension between the horizon of expectation and the 
horizon of experience—ceases to work.71

The narrative of world history has now collided (in our thoughts) 
with the much longer-term geological history of the planet or—as we 
now think of it—of the Earth system.72 Earth System Science that draws 
on planetary histories represents a later and viable mutation of James 
Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis that was advanced in the 1960s. Without 
our being able to see the planet as some kind of a system—a system of 
“steady state disequilibrium” maintained by an external energy source 
(the sun) that moves interlocking processes and feedback loops sup-
portive of life over the long run—there would have been no science 
of planetary climate change and no scientific formulation of the prob-
lem either.73 The history of the publication of Langmuir and Broecker’s 
How to Build a Habitable Planet captures something of the youth of Earth 
System Science as a discipline. Broecker published this book in 1984 
under the same title and as its sole author. But that was a time, as Lang-
muir and Broecker point out in the second edition, “when dark energy 
and dark matter were not yet discovered, the ocean ridges were barely 
mapped, hydrothermal vents on the sea floor were barely known, the 
Antarctic ice core had not been drilled, the ‘snowball Earth’ hypothesis 
had not been fully formulated, global warming was not yet an urgent 
topic, and no extrasolar planet had been discovered.” One could say, in 
a Latourian vein, that it took all these technologies and discoveries for 
scientists to think into being the “Earth system” as an object of study. 
In their 2012 revised edition of the book, the authors included “discus-
sion of life, . . . earth history, the rise of oxygen, . . . volcanism and the 
role of the solid Earth in habitability” in addition to taking “a ‘systems’ 
approach to the history and understanding of our planet.” “If there is 
one theme that we hope comes through in the book,” they wrote in their 
preface, “it is of a connected universe in which human beings are an 
outgrowth and an integral part.”74

While Earth System Science is central to ideas about planetary cli-
mate change and understanding the Anthropocene, the key question, 
as we saw in chapter 3, driving this interdisciplinary branch of scien-
tific knowledge concerns the history of life on earth and the supportive 
Earth system processes, all considered on geological if not astronomi-
cal scales of time. What makes a planet habitable not just for human 
life but for complex life in general? Do humans have a necessary place 
in planetary evolution? Are there others like us out there somewhere?75 
“A critical unknown,” to recall the words of Langmuir and Broecker we 
have already encountered in chapter 3, “is the fraction of a planetary 
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lifetime that a technological civilization exists. Does such a civilization 
self-destruct in a few hundred years or last millions of years? For such 
a civilization to last, the species . . . must sustain planetary habitability 
rather than ravage planetary resources.”76

The habitability problem, so central to astrobiology and so different 
from the human-centered idea of sustainability, does not even entail 
any necessary assumption that humans exist on other planets. In imag-
ining technological civilizations elsewhere, all that astrobiologists need 
to assume is the existence of what they call SWEIT, or “Species with 
Energy-Intensive Technology.”77 Astrobiology looks at the earth and 
other planets from an imaginary floating point in space: “For a tech-
nological civilization to persist they would need to correspond with 
a planet as a natural system.”78 Depending on how a SWEIT acted, a 
planet could go from “being a ‘habitable planet’ to an ‘inhabited planet’ 
i.e. one that carries intelligence and consciousness of a global scale, 
for the benefit of the planet and all its life.” But there could also be an 
“abortive and failed mutation,” and a planet could regress to an earlier 
stage of evolution of life, suffer reduced biodiversity, or be even ren-
dered virtually dead.79

The essay by Zalasiewicz that I have been discussing evinces a simi-
lar view of the planet looked at from outside and as if through a series 
of time-lapse photographs. After the great oxygenation event 2.5 bil-
lion years ago, “the world changed colour, going from the greys and 
greens of a chemically reducing world to reds, oranges, and browns, as 
a swathe of oxide and hydroxide minerals appeared.”80 Similarly, Lang-
muir and Broecker’s vision of an “inhabited planet” that has internal-
ized technical intelligence is close to the geologist Peter Haff ’s proposi-
tion regarding there being a technosphere on Earth, a layer he considers 
analytically distinguishable from the lithosphere, atmosphere, or bio-
sphere, and to study which one has to adopt an extraterrestrial point of 
view: “Humans have become entrained within the matrix of technology 
and are now borne along by a supervening dynamics from which they 
cannot simultaneously escape and survive. . . . Technology is the next 
biology.”81

The time of such history is the time of Earth System Science, vast and 
incomprehensible in terms of the concerns of human history though it 
is available to our cognitive and affective faculties. In old Althusserian 
terms, the history of the Earth system is all “process without a sub-
ject.” In the vocabulary of Bruno Latour, this is a narrative of many dis-
persed and networked actors, none acting with the sense of internal 
autonomy with which humanist historians suffuse the word agency. Yet 
in social-science debates about the Anthropocene, geological time gets 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/8/2021 10:32 AM via UNIV OF CHICAGO. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



174 	 C h a p t e r  S e v e n

written over by the human time of world history, and humans emerge 
as the subject of the drama of the Anthropocene, not just in the writ-
ings of scholars in the human sciences but often in those of earth scien-
tists themselves. It is clear why it happens, for the science of Earth 
system history has been made possible by the same technologies that 
have also produced, mapped, and measured the deleterious impact on 
the biosphere of the complex of species and life-forms represented by 
humans, their dependent or coevolving living entities, and their tech-
nology. This species-technology complex has flourished at the expense 
of many other species and now threatens to push the Earth system into 
another phase altogether.

Texts, Langmuir and Broecker’s included, written by Earth system 
scientists to communicate the message of the current planetary envi-
ronmental crisis speak necessarily in two voices. They think simulta-
neously in two ways, as it were: human centered and planet centered. 
There is the vast story of life on this planet and the general questions of 
habitability of a planet, questions to which humans are not central. But 
there is also the theme of the impact of human activities on the earth. 
“Human civilization has led to the first global community of a single 
species, destruction of billions of years of accumulation of resources, 
a change in atmospheric composition, a fourth planetary energy revo-
lution, and mass extinction. . . . The potential for planetary change is 
almost as great as that caused by the origin of life or the rise of oxy-
gen,” write Langmuir and Broecker. They even suggest that the desig-
nation of the new geological period may have to be ratcheted up to the 
higher level of the Anthropozoic era. An Anthropozoic era could, they 
warn, “be an abortive and failed mutation, as the intelligent species 
destroys itself and its environment.” “Should we fail,” write Langmuir 
and Broecker, “and another form of intelligent life comes along in a few 
tens of millions of years, they would find a planet devoid of most of its 
treasure chest,” and a “second effort at planetary civilization would be 
correspondingly more difficult.”82

Similarly, the concluding pages of a book on the deep-time dimen-
sions of the Anthropocene written by earth scientist and paleoclima-
tologist Andrew Glikson and primatologist and mammologist Colin 
Groves contain the following warning:

It has been lost on Homo sapiens that, by analogy to its own life pro-
cesses which depend on the oxygen-carbon cycle mediated by the 
lungs, so does the biosphere depend on the planetary oxygen and car-
bon cycle. The phenomenon of a mammal species perpetrating a mass 
extinction defies explanation in terms of Darwinian evolution. . . . 
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Having lost a sense of reverence towards Earth, there is no evidence 
humans are about to rise above the realm of perceptions, dreams, 
myths, legends, and denial. . . . With a majority oblivious to the fast 
changing climate, disinformed by vested interests and their media out-
lets, betrayed by cowardly leaders and discouraged by the sheer mag-
nitude of the event, beyond human power, . . . humanity is drifting into 
unparalleled catastrophes.83

And they give a name to this catastrophic process: planeticide.84
I can imagine many scholars in the social sciences wanting to take 

Glikson and Groves to task for either making Homo sapiens the subject 
of a possible planetary tragedy or for seeing the whole of humanity as 
“one.” Some might even object to the “catastrophism” of their prose. In 
the hands of many social scientists, as we have seen, the subject being 
indicted would be different—class, developed nations, patriarchal deci-
sion structures, capitalist accumulation, European empires and coloni-
zation of lands and peoples, and so on. Some, like Christophe Bonneuil 
and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz, might even question the power and authority 
that scientists claim for themselves in defining the Anthropocene: “This 
then is a prophetic narrative that places the scientists of the Earth sys-
tem, with their new supporters in the human sciences, at the command 
post of a dishevelled planet and its errant humanity. A geo-government 
by scientists!”85 They oppose “handing full powers to the experts and 
losing the specific resources that every community has, which in their 
diversity and local attachments are essential motors for a just ecological 
transition.”86 At the other extreme, there may be those who want to see 
in the Anthropocene an opportunity for humans to redeem themselves 
by becoming effective stewards of the planet, a kind of God species.87

These diverse human concerns are entirely legitimate, including—
especially if the scientists are not given any uncontested authority to 
define the problem of anthropogenic global warming—even the con-
cerns of the so-called climate-change deniers. Faced not only with 
planetary environmental problems but also with enormous inequities 
of the human world, it is only reasonable for humans to debate their 
options: the pace of transition to renewable energy, geoengineering, 
climate-justice issues, sequestering of carbon, harvesting of rainwater, 
food security, climate refugee policy, adaptation and mitigation mea-
sures, and other related issues. Whether humans in the end will nec-
essarily continue to improve and be able to prove themselves a “wise” 
species is a question reminiscent of a joke that Kant tells in his The Con-
flict of Faculties: “A doctor who consoled his patients from one day to the 
next with hopes of a speedy convalescence, pledging to one that his 
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pulse beat better, to another an improvement in his stool, to the third 
the same regarding his perspiration, etc., received a visit from one of 
his friends. ‘How is your illness, my friend,’ was his first question. ‘How 
should it be? I am dying of improvement, pure and simple!”88 Kant, 
as is well known, made his hope for human progress conditional on a 
number of factors: (a) “instruction [of humanity] by repeated experi-
ence,” (b) “the condition of a wisdom from above” (Providence), and 
(c) “the prospects of an immeasurable time, provided [he said, with an 
eye on the history of evolution of life] at least that there does not, by 
some chance, occur a second epoch of natural revolution which will 
push aside the human race to clear the stage for other creatures like 
that which . . . submerged the plant and animal kingdoms before men 
ever existed.”89 Whether humans still have the prospects of “an immea-
surable time” is, of course, a moot point in the present debate over cli-
mate change.

Bonneuil and Fressoz fear that geologists and scientists who look on 
global warming as both a geological event and a “human” responsibility 
or a responsibility of Homo sapiens will destroy politics. “What is left for 
a politics on the geological scale to which the Anthropocene summons 
us?” they ask. “What can we still do on the individual and collective 
scale given the massive scale of the Anthropocene? The risk is that the 
Anthropocene and its grandiose time frame anaesthetize politics. Scien-
tists would then hold a monopoly position in both defining what is hap-
pening to us and in prescribing what needs to be done.”90 They feel, 
like Kant, that “in the face of the omnipotence of nature . . . the human 
being is . . . but a trifle.”91 What they overlook, however, is that their 
indictment of consumerism and capitalism shares the same temporal 
ground with arguments that look for a solution to the Anthropocene in 
policies advocated by climate science and a collective sense of respon-
sibility (as at the Paris climate negotiations, for instance, in 2015). For 
all their differences, these different positions situate the discussion ex-
clusively in the time of world history.

One can see at work the process of displacement that would make 
the time of geology obscure—“humans as a geological force” and the 
Anthropocene are here themes traversed by questions of power and re-
sponsibility. The displacement, first of all, substitutes for the very dis-
tributed agency (to speak with Latour again) of Earth processes some 
kind of a single and autonomous figure of agency (whether it is a uni-
fied figure of humanity or a particular class does not matter) to which 
both culpability and responsibility may be assigned. The agent here is 
always in a relationship of synecdoche to the distributed agency of the 
earth processes. In other words, the mode of being in which humans 
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collectively may act as a geological force is not the mode of being in 
which humans—individually and collectively—can become conscious 
of being such a force. The talk of a “conscious” or responsible “force” 
collapses—ahead of any actual histories allowing for such a fusion—the 
two different modes of being human.

The displacement entailed here could be described as follows. If 
Earth System Science was about producing and observing planetary 
processes (of which intelligence would be a part) and about thus de-
scribing not a subject (human, class, and so on) but some kind of an 
“it” that was plural in its internal construction—the planet as an un-
stable system made up of imperfectly interlocking processes (including 
the human as a planetary force)—the place of that “it” is now taken by 
a subject, an “I.” This is reminiscent of Lacan’s analytical take, using 
Freud on the nature of the subject: “Where it was, the Ich—the subject 
. . . must come into existence.”92 Bonneuil and Fressoz describe—with 
reason—Earth System Science as a “a view from nowhere” (though hu-
mans now cognitively inhabit this nowhere) and ask, “What if ‘Earth 
seen from nowhere’ and the narrative of ‘interactions between human 
species and the Earth system’ were not the most interesting perspective 
for relating to what has happened to us in the last two and a half cen-
turies, not to mention predicting the future? Perhaps we should accept 
the Anthropocene concept without succumbing to its dominant narra-
tive[,] . . . without handing full powers to the experts.” The Earth system 
scientists are good at “alerting us” of danger, but “they are ‘from the 
other side,’” they say, quoting words from René Char’s 1949 poem, “Les 
inventeurs.”93 Their words help us to see the second displacement in 
operation—something that needs to happen if the abyssal (for humans) 
time of geology were to be written over by the time of human concern. 
The “inside-out” perspective of human combatants of power and re-
sistance replaces the “outside-in” point of view of Earth System Sci-
ence. If we imagine Earth system scientists as—in a Latourian vein—
spokespeople for the “Earth system,” the act of folding back into the 
world-historical time of humans the geobiological time of the planet’s 
history effects another fascinating shift. It is as if the Earth system, the 
planet, were saying to the conscious part of its constituents, humans—
to borrow again from Lacan’s language—“you never look at me from 
the place from which I see you.”94

Geological Time, the Everyday, and the Question of the Political

The Anthropocene, as Nigel Clark puts it bluntly, “confronts the politi-
cal with forces and events that have the capacity to undo the political.” 
He invites humanists to “embrace the fully inhuman” in their thoughts, 
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putting them “in sustained contact with times and spaces that radically 
exceed any conceivable human presence.”95 The Anthropocene, in one 
telling, is a story about humans. But it is also, in another telling, a story 
of which humans are only parts, even small parts, and not always in 
charge. How to inhabit this second Anthropocene so as to bring the 
geological into human modes of dwelling are questions that remain. 
It could indeed take “decades, even centuries,” Jasanoff warns, “to ac-
commodate to . . . a revolutionary reframing of human-nature relation-
ships.”96

As I have tried to demonstrate, one obstacle to contemplating such 
accommodation—and the related question of human vulnerability—is 
the attachment in much contemporary thought to a very particular con-
struction of “the political” while the task may be, precisely, to recon-
figure it. This attachment functions as a fearful and anxious injunction 
against thinking the geobiological lest we end up “anaesthetizing” or 
“paralyzing” the political itself.97 Humans cannot afford to give up on 
the political (and on our demands for justice between the more power-
ful and the less), but we need to resituate it within the awareness of a 
predicament that now marks the human condition. Political thought 
has so far been humanocentric, holding constant the “world” outside of 
human concerns or treating its eruptions into the time of human history 
as intrusions from an “outside.” This “outside” no longer exists. What 
is “just” for humans over one period of time may imperil our existence 
over another. Besides, Earth System Science has revealed how critically 
entangled human lives are with the geo-biochemical processes of the 
planet. Our concerns for justice cannot any longer be about humans 
alone, but we don’t yet know how to extend these concerns to the uni-
verse of nonhumans (i.e., not just a few species). There is also the task of 
having to bring within the grasp of the affective structures of human-
historical time the vast scales of the times of geobiology that these 
structures do not usually engage. Our evolution did not prepare us for 
these tasks either, as the biologist David Reznick explains.

One useful perspective for envisioning what “sudden” means in ge-
ology is to think about how the world is changing today. We are in the 
midst of the sixth mass extinction. One hundred million years from 
now, the fossil record of our time will reveal dramatic evidence of the 
dispersal of humans . . . around 100,000 years ago, . . . the spread 
of agriculture beginning around 10,000 years ago, the advent of the 
industrial revolution, then the super-exponential growth of the human 
population. The current extinction event began during the Pleisto-
cene with the beginning of the decline of the mammalian megafauna. 
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. . . Then there was a global decline of forests, expansion of deserts 
and grasslands, accumulation of industrial wastes, and an accelerat-
ing rate of extinction. . . . The reason why we do not sense cataclysm, 
even though the geological record is certain to preserve it this way, 
is because of the difference in the time frame of our lives versus the 
time frame of the geological record. To us, 100 years is a long time. In 
the fossil record, 100,000 or even a million years can appear as an in-
stant.98

One can see the attractions today of folding the narrative of climate 
change into the familiar structures of intrahuman concerns of the po-
litical that have been part of modernity since the seventeenth century 
and that were extended and deepened in the era that saw great waves 
of decolonization, civil liberties movements, feminist movements, agi-
tations for human rights, and globalization. But all that was before the 
news of anthropogenic climate change broke in on the world of human-
ists. Anthropocene time puts pressure on another question: What does 
it mean to dwell, to be political, to pursue justice when we live out the 
everyday with the awareness that what seems “slow” in human and 
world-historical terms may indeed be “instantaneous” on the scale of 
earth history, that living in the Anthropocene means inhabiting these 
two presents at the same time? I cannot fully or even satisfactorily 
answer the question yet, but surely we cannot even begin to answer it 
if “the political” keeps acting as an anxious prohibition on thinking of 
that which leaves us feeling “out-scaled.”99

Our sense of the planet has been profoundly based on what Edmund 
Husserl once famously called the “ontic certainty” of the world that 
human beings enjoyed. “The world is pregiven to us,” he wrote, “the 
waking, always somehow practically interested subjects. . . . To live is 
always to live-in-certainty-of-the-world. Waking life is being awake to 
the world and of oneself as a living in the world, actually experiencing 
[erleben] and actually effecting the ontic certainty of the world.”100 He 
would repeat the point in his short essay on “The Origin of Geometry,” 
the famous 1936 text that was included as appendix to his Vienna lec-
tures of 1934.101 The earth that corresponds to our everyday world hori-
zon cannot be an object of any objective science.

Jacques Derrida quotes from a Husserl “fragment” titled (in English 
translation) “Fundamental Investigations on the Phenomenological 
Origin of the Spatiality of Nature,” in which Husserl makes a distinc-
tion between the Copernican view of the world—(embodying some 
of the “planet-centered” view that Zalasiewicz mentioned) in which 
“we Copernicans, . . . men of modern time, . . . say the earth is not ‘the 
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Whole of Nature,’ it is but one of the planets in the indefinite space of 
the world”—and our everyday relationship to the earth. “The earth as 
a spherical body . . . certainly is not perceptible as a whole, by a single 
person and all at once,” he remarks. It is perceptible only “in a primor-
dial synthesis as the unity of singular experiences bound to each other” 
though “it may be the experiential ground for all bodies in the experi-
ential genesis of our world-objectification.” This Earth, Husserl asserts, 
cannot move: “It is on the Earth, toward the Earth, starting from it, 
but still on it that motion occurs. The Earth itself, in conformity to the 
original idea of it, does not move, nor is it at rest; it is in relation to the 
Earth that motions and rest first have sense.” The unity of this primor-
dial Earth arises out of the unity of all humanity. Even if we looked at 
the earth from another planet, then we would have “two pieces of a 
single Earth with one humanity,” for, as Derrida remarks, “the unity of 
all humanity determines the unity of the ground [the earth] as such.”102

Climate change challenges this ontic certainty of the earth that hu-
mans have enjoyed through the Holocene epoch and perhaps for longer. 
Our everyday thoughts have begun to be oriented—thanks again to the 
current dissemination of geological terms such as the Anthropocene in 
public culture—by the geological fact that the earth that Husserl took 
for granted as the stable and unshakable ground from which all human 
thoughts (even Copernican ones) arose actually has always been a fitful 
and restless entity in its long journey through the depths of geological 
time.103 It is not that we have not known of catastrophes in the geologi-
cal history of the planet. We have, but the knowledge did not affect 
our quotidian sense of an innate assurance that the earth provides a 
stable ground on which we project our political purposes. The Anthro-
pocene disturbs that certainty by bringing the geological into the every-
day. Nigel Clark makes this observation one of the starting points for 
his fascinating book Inhuman Nature by noticing how scientific facts can 
never entirely displace the “visceral trust in earth, sky, life, and water” 
that humans come to possess. And yet see how all four of Clark’s terms 
are under question today: we do not know whether the earth (or Earth 
system) will honor our trust as we warm her up by emitting greenhouse 
gases into the sky; whether fresh water will run short; and whether life, 
as some predict, will be threatened with a sixth great extinction.104

Wittgenstein once said, “We see men building and demolishing 
houses, and are led to ask: ‘How long has this house been here?’ But 
how does one come on the idea of asking [that] about a mountain, for 
example?”105 We did not ask for ages of mountains because we took 
them to be a part of the givenness of the earth for humans. But that 
sense of givenness is under challenge. Perhaps I can now provide a histo-
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rian’s answer to Wittgenstein’s question. A time has come when the geo-
logical and planetary press in on our everyday consciousness as when 
we speak of there being “excess” carbon dioxide in the atmosphere—
“excess” only on the scale of human concerns—or of renewable and 
nonrenewable sources of energy (nonrenewable on human timescales). 
For humanists living in such times and contemplating the Anthropo-
cene, questions about histories of volcanoes, mountains, oceans, and 
plate tectonics—the history of the planet, in short—have become as 
routine in the life of critical thought as questions about global capital 
and the necessary inequities of the world that it made.
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* 8 *

Toward an
Anthropological 

Clearing
In the end, one does not know what concept one should have of a species so taken with 
its own superiority.

Immanuel Kant, “Idea for a Universal History  
with a Cosmopolitan Intent” (1784).

I began this book with the proposition that we are no longer purely in 
the age of the global that could be seen as the logical and historical end 
of modern European empires. The intense pace of globalization, extrac-
tive capitalism, and rapid evolution of technology in the decades since 
the Second World War have revealed to even students of the human 
condition the workings of the Earth system, hitherto a domain for the 
specialist. The Anthropocene hypothesis is about our interference with 
planetary processes that play a critical role in making this planet hab-
itable for complex life. The planet offers us a perspective on humans 
that questions the usual assumptions that underlie the way modern 
humans—in their conception of themselves as modern—relate to the 
earth. The growing and yet sudden awareness on the part of humanists 
of deep, planetary history that popular-scientific literature has gener-
ated—all happening within a space of a decade—could be likened to 
the Heideggerian concept of the experience of “thrownness.” It delivers 
the shock of the recognition of the otherness of the planet itself even as 
we regard the world-earth as our place of dwelling: an awakening to the 
consciousness that we are not always in practical and/or aesthetic re-
lationship with the planet and yet, without it, we do not exist.

The planet destroys, as I suggested in chapter 3, the usual assump-
tion of a relationship of mutuality between humans and the “earth,” the 
place where they find themselves. I use the word mutual in its fourteenth 
and fifteenth century meaning of “reciprocally given and received” and 
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not in its later seventeenth-century meaning of held or experienced in 
common, as may be found, for example in the expressions “mutual so-
ciety” or “mutual funds.”1

This idea of an assumed mutuality between humans and nature 
exists in the texts of many philosophers, though not by that name. It 
acquires the status of an a priori, for example, in Kant’s Critique of Judg-
ment. In his introduction to the book, Kant writes, “We have to form a 
connected experience from given perceptions of nature containing a 
maybe endless multiplicity of empirical laws, and this problem has its 
seat a priori in our understanding.”2 As the Kant scholar Douglas Burn-
ham remarks, “nature exists [in Kant’s philosophy] as if it were to be 
understood by humans.”3 Every time they look at it, said Heidegger, the 
earth rises up to greet humans. Human worlds and the earth are in a 
relationship of strife and are yet mutually bonded. To repeat him, “The 
opposition of world and earth is a striving.”4 The word striving—with 
its connection, in English, to the word strife—acts as a reminder that 
the relationship of mutuality between individual humans and the earth 
was not necessarily one of harmony and would include moments of “equip-
mental breakdown,” moments characterized by what Heidegger—and 
Kierkegaard before him—would call anxiety or dread.

Modern Europeans discovered “deep time” in the eighteenth cen-
tury—the time of geology and biological evolution—and yet modernity 
has been about forgetting it at the same time or as simply treating it as a 
background to human dwelling on the planet. Events of deep time have 
not so far fundamentally affected the experienced time of mutuality 
between the earth and humans. But this assumed relationship is under 
stress. What we took as the immobile—in human time—background to 
human action is now changing because of human action and endanger-
ing humanity. As Benjamin would have said about a moment of danger, 
it is as we get thrown into the abyss of deep time that an alternative his-
tory of modernity “flashes up” before our eyes and with it the possibility 
for a new understanding of the pasts of humans.5

If today humans are indeed overpowering some natural forces to 
such an extent that the “life-support system” of the planet—the sys-
tem that supports all life, not just human life—gets increasingly broken, 
ushering us possibly into the beginnings of a sixth great extinction of 
life, what would it mean for humans—finite and individual humans—
to face the planetary aspects of their own lives? We have moved on 
from the times when Tagore expressed his planetarity in a poetic regis-
ter, or Vemula his—about a hundred years after Tagore—in a utopian-
political register (chap. 5). How would humans experience their indi-
vidual, finite, and singular lives today while becoming aware of the 
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destruction of life that human activities are causing, a problem Tagore 
or Vemula were not called on to ponder? Here, of course, I mean life as 
a metaphysical and indefinable category often understood as the point 
at which chemistry passes into biology, something that has in deep time 
passed through a variety of forms, from the microbe to the megafauna. 
And yet this category allows us to make statements such as “life has sur-
vived five great extinctions so far” or ask whether there is life in other 
places in the universe.6 The crisis registered at the metaphysical level of 
defining life is reflected in our everyday vital sense of life in many forms, 
not least in the increasingly important question of migration and refu-
gees, both human and nonhuman.7

The Underpinnings of Mutuality

As we saw in the second and sixth chapters of this book, many of the 
great and the so-called axial religions of the world have promoted ideas 
about humans being in a special relationship of mutuality with the 
earth. But I begin with a secular and modern form of this discussion in 
the first half of the twentieth century. The relationship between “man” 
and the earth or the world became a matter of intense discussion in 
the years of the Great War and between the two World Wars, particu-
larly in the late 1920s and 1930s when the question of “Man” and his 
civilization was raised by many modern thinkers of Europe and else-
where. In Europe, German thinkers often took the lead on this. Max 
Scheler, Helmuth Plessner, Karl Jaspers, Martin Heidegger, Sigmund 
Freud, and others come to mind. The preeminent biographer of Sartre, 
Annie Cohen-Solal, documents the six years in the 1930s when Sartre 
immersed himself in German thought, primarily Husserl’s and Jaspers’s 
and later Heidegger’s.8 But the reach of these ideas could be felt far 
beyond Europe. India’s Rabindranath Tagore delivered the Hibbert 
Lectures at Oxford University touching on these themes in May 1930. 
Tagore’s lectures were published in 1931 as The Religion of Man and a 
few years later in a revised form in Bengali as Manusher dharma. There 
is no annotated version of Tagore’s lectures, but he must have been in-
fluenced by contemporary thought.9 Some similarities—allowing for 
deep differences in training—between his ideas and those of European 
thinkers pursuing questions of philosophical anthropology in the years 
between the two devastating world wars of the twentieth century are 
indeed striking.10

I will begin my discussion here with this text of Tagore’s. Tagore 
was not, of course, a trained philosopher or theologian or a system-
atic thinker. He said in his own defense, “my religion is a poet’s reli-
gion. All I feel about it is from vision and not from knowledge. Frankly, 
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I acknowledge that I cannot satisfactorily answer any questions about 
evil, or about what happens after death.”11 Moreover, the politics of his 
lecture were actually about critiquing aggressive forms of imperialist 
and nationalist ideologies. But some critical parts of his lectures help us 
identify at least three salient strands and assumptions broadly common 
in the thoughts of that time. They are also the principles that under-
lie what I call here the structure of mutuality.12 These assumptions are 
(a) the specialness of humans, (b) the centrality of humans to the larger 
scheme of things, and (c) the idea that humans have the capacity to have 
visions of the whole world as totalities, albeit of different kinds. In the 
discussion below, I will retain the capitalized words Man and Nature that 
Tagore and his contemporaries used to refer to the whole of humanity 
and nature, respectively.

Th  e  S p e c i a l n e ss   o f  M a n ,  o r  M a n  a s  E xc e p t i o n

Tagore leveraged his reading of the history of the biological evolution 
of Homo sapiens to make some powerful and secular claims as to why of 
all creatures, humans were the most special. The relevant part of his 
lecture began with what we would today call “Big History:” “Light, as 
the radiant energy of creation, started the ring-dance of atoms in a di-
minutive sky. . . . The planets came out of their bath of fire and basked in 
the sun for ages. . . . Then came the time when life was brought into this 
arena.” But in the history of life, Man was special: “Before the chapter 
[of evolution] ended Man appeared and turned the course of this evo-
lution from an indefinite march of physical aggrandizement to a free-
dom of a more subtle perfection.”13 While “the development of intelli-
gence and physical power” was “equally necessary in animals and men 
for their purposes of living,” what was “unique in man” was “the devel-
opment of his consciousness which gradually deepens and widens the 
realization of his immortal being.”14

Tagore’s argument based itself on the history of bipedalism as he 
knew it. His knowledge led him to see bipedal existence as exclusive to 
humans. The evolutionary history he rehearsed was wrong. Bipedalism 
was a trait of hominins ( “by 5 million years ago at the latest,” before the 
evolution of genus Homo about 1.8 million years ago), and there were 
even prehistoric apes who showed a degree of this development.15 But 
this is how Tagore argued, anyway: “In the very beginning of his career 
Man asserted in his bodily structure his first proclamation of freedom 
against the established rule of Nature. At a certain bend in the path of 
evolution he refused to remain a four-footed creature, and the position 
which he made his body to assume carried with it a permanent gesture 
of insubordination,” said Tagore.16 He was aware that being bipedal was 
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not “natural” for an ape: “For there could be no question that it was Na-
ture’s own plan to provide all land-walking mammals with two pairs of 
legs, evenly distributed along their lengthy trunk heavily weighted with 
a head at the end. This was the amicable compromise made with the 
earth when threatened by its conservative downward force, which ex-
torts taxes for all movements.” But Man defied Nature’s edict as a matter 
of spiritual self-assertion. Tagore continued: “The fact that Man gave up 
such an obviously sensible arrangement proves his inborn mania for re-
peated reforms of constitution, for pelting amendments at every reso-
lution proposed by Providence.”17

Tagore’s arguments were not made without humor. “If we found a 
four-legged table,” he wrote teasingly, “stalking about upright upon 
two of its stumps, the remaining two foolishly dangling by its sides, we 
should be afraid that it was either a nightmare or some supernormal 
caprice of that piece of furniture, indulging in a practical joke upon the 
carpenter’s idea of fitness.” He acknowledged the similar “absurdity” of 
the human ape’s preference for standing upright on its two feet: “The 
like absurd behaviour of Man’s anatomy encourages us to guess that 
he was born under the influence of some comet of contradiction that 
forces its eccentric path against orbits regulated by Nature.” Tagore also 
knew something of the physical price that humans paid for their adop-
tion of bipedalism in their evolutionary history. He remarked, “And it 
is significant that Man should persist in his foolhardiness, in spite of 
the penalty he pays for opposing the orthodox rule of animal locomo-
tion. He reduces by half the help of an easy balance of his muscles. He 
is ready to pass his infancy tottering through perilous experiments . . . 
upon insufficient support, followed all through his life by liability to 
sudden downfalls resulting in tragic or ludicrous consequences from 
which law-abiding quadrupeds are free.”18 But this was a price that 
Tagore’s Man was prepared to pay for his freedom.

M a n  at  t h e  C e nt e r o f  Th  i n g s

Tagore put it simply: “The capacity to stand erect has given our body its 
freedom of posture, making it easy for us to turn on all sides and real-
ize ourselves at the centre of things.”19 The world exists as if mainly for 
us. “Somewhere in the arrangement of this world there seems to be a 
great concern about giving us delight, which shows that in the universe, 
over and above the meaning of matter and forces, there is a message 
conveyed through the magic touch of personality.”20 “When I was eigh-
teen,” he wrote when he was about seventy, referring to a moment of 
epiphany in his youth, “a sudden spring breeze of religious experience 
for the first time came to my life. . . . One day while I stood watching 
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at early dawn the sun sending out its rays from behind the trees, I sud-
denly felt as if . . . the morning light on the face of the world revealed an 
inner radiance of joy.”21

M a n  a s  a  V i e we r o f  t h e Who   l e

The third assumption, that the world presented itself as a whole only to 
Man, simply followed from what Tagore had said above. He clarified, 
though, that this was not the natural “world” that scientists worked 
on: “It is not the world which vanishes into abstract symbols behind its 
own testimony to Science, but that which lavishly displays its wealth of 
reality to our personal self[,] having its own perpetual reaction upon our 
human nature.”22

To drive his point home, Tagore focused on the function of human 
eyes: “from the higher vantage point of our physical watch-tower we 
have gained our view, which is not merely information about the loca-
tion of things [animals also get that] but their inter-relation and their 
unity.”23 This passage in the printed text was a developed version of 
what Tagore had said in the first lecture that he actually gave to his 
audience at Oxford: “The awareness of objects which animals obtain 
through smell and sight is essentially in the interest of immediate needs. 
By lifting up his head, man no longer saw merely separate and distinct 
objects; he also had a complete view of the unity of manifold things. He 
saw himself at the centre of an undivided extention. The erect prized 
the distant more than the near.”24 The closely related nature of the sec-
ond and the third assumptions about Man would be obvious from these 
quotations.

The Materially Empty World of Mutuality

Ironically but typically, the “world” that Tagore saw “Man” as being in 
a deep relationship with was very lightly loaded with materiality. The 
relatively empty but capacious category of “the world”—in its relation-
ship to the human—came to absorb and erase into its vast and vacu-
ous oneness the rich, strange, and intractable diversity of what actu-
ally exists. (Tagore’s poetry or songs, on the other hand, would not be 
open to this criticism.) This is an experience of the world bereft of any 
sense of the alterity of the planet that could have arisen from the his-
torical sense of deep time; what remained was a metareligious sense of 
an unchanging infinity in which structures simply repeated themselves 
endlessly. Here is Tagore again, writing around 1914/1915: “The most 
surprising thing of all [is] . . . how ceaseless is the fountain of forms that 
issues constantly from the formless One. . . . I have observed that the sun 
shines brighter and the light of the moon feels heavier with sweetness 
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when my heart feels full of love. . . . From this I know, the world and my 
mind and heart are inseparable.”25

Tagore’s own version of mutuality between humans and the world—
“this world we perceive through our senses and mind and life’s experi-
ence is profoundly one with ourselves”—may have been too idealistic, 
but the structure of assumptions we discussed above may be seen at 
work in many humanist texts as themes that have endured across sig-
nificant divides of space and time.26 They become particularly marked 
in aestheticized and spiritualized experience of landscapes, vulgar and 
vulgate versions of which often turn up in glossy guidebooks for world 
travelers, books that freeze the tumultuous movements of geological 
history into the human-aesthetic category of the landscape. Indeed, one 
could argue that the aesthetic-spiritual category “landscape” acts as a 
screening device in the mechanism of what I have called “mutuality”: 
it hides from us the catastrophic richness of the contingent histories of 
geology and life.

Take, for instance, a passage from Martin Hägglund’s recent book, 
This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom, a book that stridently argues 
against religion. “One late summer afternoon,” writes Hägglund, “I am 
sitting on top of a mountain in northern Sweden. The ocean below me 
is calm and stretches towards an open horizon. There is no other human 
being in sight and barely a sound can be heard. Only a seagull is glid-
ing on the wind.” Hägglund has been here before, but every encounter 
is fresh and unique. The world is a structure that both repeats and con-
stantly refreshes itself: “Like so many times before, I find it mesmerizing 
to follow a seagull as it hovers in the air and lingers over the landscape. 
For as long as I can remember, seagulls have been a part of my life. . . . 
Yet I have never encountered a seagull the way it happens this afternoon. As the 
seagull stretches its wings and turns toward an adjacent mountain, I try 
to imagine how the wind may feel and how the landscape may appear 
for the seagull.”27 Of course, Hägglund quickly acknowledges that he will 
“never know what it is like to be a seagull.” Yet in his mind, this soli-
tary encounter with another creature—and the vastness of a seemingly 
empty landscape is what makes it “solitary” in this case—gives rise, in a 
Heideggerian fashion, to a fundamental question of being: he wonders 
“what it means to be a seagull.”28

As the reader will notice from Hägglund’s passage, his sense of a rela-
tion of mutuality with the earth refers to the structure of an experience 
that can repeat itself: “like so many times before.” Mutuality arises for 
a single human being who faces what surrounds her or him from within 
the solitariness of her or his singular human life and who experiences 
the surroundings not only as rising up to meet her gaze but also—and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/8/2021 10:32 AM via UNIV OF CHICAGO. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	To   w a r d  a n  A n t h r opo   l o g i c a l  C l e a r i n g 	 189

equally importantly—as stable. For it is the stability of the landscape 
that allows for the experience to be repeated. William James assumed 
this idea of mutuality when he said quite early in his series of lectures 
on varieties of religious experience, “Religion . . . shall mean for us the 
feelings, acts and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they ap-
prehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider divine.”29 
Martin Buber’s classic and celebrated conception of the I-Thou rela-
tionship is yet another instance of what I am calling mutuality within 
which the bearer of singular, finite human life exists.30

In aesthetic-spiritual experiences of landscapes, it is the landscape 
that the human stands “in relation to,” and it takes the place of the 
divine in James’s schema. Charles Taylor’s idea of “fullness of human 
life” that he sees as critical to this “secular age” has as its point of ref-
erence the experience of singular lives, as otherwise the question of 
“experience” could not arise. Taylor quotes from the autobiography of 
the British-born Benedictine monk and yogi Bede Griffiths (The Golden 
String [1979]) a passage that bears remarkable similarity to the passage 
I have quoted from Hägglund, with about four decades separating the 
one from the other. Once, “walking out alone in the evening” while he 
was still in school, Griffiths experienced the song of birds in a strikingly 
new manner:

A lark arose suddenly from the ground beside the tree where I was 
standing and poured out its song above my head, and then sank still 
singing to rest. Everything that grew still as the sunset faded and the 
veil of dusk began to cover the earth. . . . A feeling of awe . . . came 
over me. I felt inclined to kneel on the ground, as though I had been 
standing in the presence of an angel; and I hardly dared to look on the 
face of the sky, because it seemed as though it was but a veil before 
the face of God.31

Griffiths’s reference to “faces”—of God, of the sky—speak of that re-
ciprocal act of facing that comes to be seen as in a relation of contiguity 
to the divine.

We could move even farther back to a journal entry of Søren Kier-
kegaard of July 29, 1835, where he wrote, “When walking from the inn 
over Sortebro [Black Bridge] (so called because the bubonic plague was 
supposedly checked there) to the open ground along the beach, almost a 
mile north one comes to the highest point around here. . . . This has always 
been one of my favorite spots.” “Often, as I stood here of a quiet evening, 
the sea intoning its song with deep but calm solemnity, my eye catch-
ing not a single sail in the vast surface, and only the sea framed the sky 
and the sky the sea, and when, too, the busy hum of life grew silent and 
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the birds sang their vespers.” Notice the structure of repetition evoked 
by the word often and the word frame referring us back to paintings of 
landscapes. Then the process of what I have described before as the 
thinning or emptying of the “world” takes over. Kierkegaard would not 
have been alone in that landscape. There were other creatures around 
him—he himself acknowledges the presence of some birds—and yet 
they fall out of his view as darkness descends as if to uphold an invisible 
structure of mutuality between this man and the world he faced: “As I 
stood there, . . . alone and forsaken, the power of the sea and the battle 
of the elements reminded me of my nothingness, while the sure flight of 
the birds reminded me on the other hand of Christ’s words, ‘Not a spar-
row will fall to the earth without your heavenly Father’s will[.]’ I felt at 
once how great and yet how insignificant I am.”32

* * *
The problem of mutuality, of course, does not have to entail the ques-
tion of facing in a simplistic manner. One could understand the prob-
lem in a Levinasian way, not as one face turned necessarily toward an-
other but as the face itself being constituted through an exposure to 
alterity.33 The more fundamental point is that the structure of mutuality 
can only work when the word life refers to the singular life of the finite 
individual, for the ontological projection within which the “experienc-
ing” of mutuality with the earth can actually happen is a question that 
arises only through the case of individual humans. Once expressed and 
shared, however, these experiences can collectively form a community 
of sentiments and experiences. What happens, however, to this sense 
of mutuality when we are summoned by the general crisis of life—the 
possibility of another great extinction—to the impossible task of wit-
nessing the convulsive geological history of the planet in all that is criti-
cal to the flourishing of our own and other forms of life?

Seeing the Planet in the Earth

The planetary involves the work of deep time. We do not normally think 
of deep time. It remains as a part of what we take to be given. Recall 
Wittgenstein’s question from chapter 7: We ask of buildings how old 
they are, why do we not ask the same of a mountain? We do not do 
so, it seems, because we think of the mountain—or the landscape—
as simply providing the background against which to experience our 
relationship of mutuality with the earth. The rocks are a part of the 
landscape. What if we could see the landscape itself as being in move-
ment—often cataclysmic—in deep and historical time: seas rising to 
submerge land or droughts ravaging them, extractive capitalism pro-
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ducing “dead zones” in the seas and on land, with species habitat get-
ting destroyed, with landscapes no longer constituting merely a back-
ground for human action?34 The noted photographer Edward Burtynsky 
has captured a striking image of the relationship between humans and 
landscape. A couple enjoys the sun on the rock-cradled Itzurun Beach 
in Spain’s Basque Country. Behind them, unheeded, the layers of rock 
bear witness both to the mass extinction sixty-five million years ago 
that destroyed the dinosaurs and to the major warming event (PETM) 
that happened ten million years later and lasted two hundred thousand 
years. When will the couple notice the past, preserved in rocks around 
them?35

Here is a problem of the kind that J. B. Haldane discussed in his fa-
mous 1926 essay, “On Being the Right Size.”36 Humans’ lives, whether 
aided by modern medicine and public health or not, usually span a 
few decades. That is the phenomenological ground on which we stand. 
Even a few thousand years, not to speak of millions, are just too vast for 
our experience. This is what allows for the structure of repetition that 
marks the idea of mutuality with the earth, as illustrated by the theme 
of returning to the same landscape in one individual life that surfaced in 
what we cited from Kierkegaard, Griffiths, and Hägglund above. Imag-
ine an impossible scenario: suppose individual humans could live on 
geological or unhuman scales of time. What would have happened to 
mutuality if we all, as individuals, lived for twenty thousand years? The 
structure of repetition that I discussed while commenting on the quo-
tations from Hägglund, Griffith, and Kierkegaard would have been im-
possible to achieve. They could not have spoken of nature spots to which 
they returned every so often to experience the same experience! If they 
had each lived for more than twelve thousand years—not a large num-
ber on geological scales of time—they would have seen how unstable 
the landscape was, changing its form every so often because of cataclys-
mic geomorphological changes. There would not have been any stable 
features to return to. The structure of mutuality becomes possible be-
cause human time, being what it is, allows us to be forgetful about deep 
time by unconsciously converting it into a figure of space: the seemingly 
enduring landscape.

But this is what is changing. It is as if the crisis of the Anthropo-
cene—the prospect of inhabiting a less habitable planet—reduces us to 
our creatureliness, the state of “the first men,” as often imagined by En-
lightenment philosophers of human civilization, such as in the “seventh 
and last epoch” in Buffon’s history of the making of the world: “The 
first men, witnesses of convulsive movements of the Earth, then still re-
cent and very frequent, having only mountains as refuge against inun-
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dations, often chased from these same refuges by the fires of volcanoes, 
trembling on an Earth that was trembling under their feet, exposed to 
the curses of all elements, . . . all equally penetrated by a common feel-
ing of baleful terror.”37 Today, the work of deep time is beginning to 
break into our everyday consciousness of human-historical time, call-
ing on us to witness, like Buffon’s first men, the convulsive nature of this 
planet. That is the “shock of the Anthropocene,” signaling a breach in the 
structure of human-historical time and in the structure of mutuality and 
compelling an engagement with deep time and the history of life on this 
planet. Eugene Thacker puts his finger on the problem, though it arises 
for him in a related but different context:

If the existence of disasters, pandemics, and nonhuman networks tells 
us anything, it is that there is another world in addition to the world 
that is there “for us.” This is not simply a world in itself, and neither 
is it a world that is destined for us—rather, it is a world that presents 
us with the very limits of our ability to comprehend it in terms that 
are neither simply that of the “in itself ” or of the “for us.” It is a world 
“without us” (the life sans soi). It is the challenge of thinking a concept 
of life that is foundationally, and not incidentally, a nonhuman or un-
human concept of life.38

Following Thacker, I could ask, What would be our ethical-spiritual re-
lationship to the planet—neither an “in itself ” nor “for us”—that re-
fuses to grant us the usual assurance of an imagined relationship of mu-
tuality with the earth that, while itself older than modernity, has also 
accompanied our sense of being modern?

Relating to the Planet That Is the Earth System

For an answer to the question above, I turn to planetary scientists them-
selves, for clues here are provided—just as we saw in chapter 3—by the 
very deeply phenomenological and human responses that their cogni-
tive encounter with the planet or the Earth system produces in them. 
Many of these responses, for instance, gather around the question of 
geoengineering, the various plans that are now being seriously consid-
ered for managing the climate of the whole planet if not the Earth sys-
tem itself.

Those who champion geoengineering belong as a rule to sciences 
that are ahistorical in their analytical approach—such as physics and 
chemistry. Those who study the planet historically, such as geologists or 
evolutionary biologists, are usually wary of such measures.39 I should be 
absolutely clear that I am not weighing in on the ongoing debate about 
the desirability or otherwise of geoengineering. I am not qualified to do 
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that. I am simply reporting on the very different spiritual relationship 
to the category planet (or Earth system) that these sciences seem to 
prompt in their individual practitioners. In my terms, it is as if, as indi-
vidual humans, some of these scientists struggle to fold the planetary 
into the global and thus into a structure of mutuality.

The Harvard physicist David Keith’s lucid and engaging defense of 
“climate engineering” in his popular book on the subject provides one 
example.40 One of his founding premises is that humans care about na-
ture (mutuality) and that geoengineering is a continuation, precisely, 
of that care. “A fuzzy love of nature,” writes Keith, “is uncontroversial.” 
“I suspect,” he adds, “that Edward O. Wilson, the entomologist and 
writer, captured more than a grain of truth with his biophilia hypothe-
sis, that humans have an innate urge to affiliate with other forms of life.” 
There is thus, for Keith, no conflict between caring for nature and the 
project of geoengineering so long as one does not make “naïve claims 
of a sharp distinction between nature and civilization.”41 There is no 
Nature untouched by human activity, so climate or geoengineering is 
simply a matter of humans being able to manage an expanded version 
of that reality.

Keith’s view of geoengineering as an expression of “biophilia” is sig-
nificant. Biophilia belongs to the structure of mutuality. Wilson coined 
the term biophilia in 1979 while writing an article on conservation for 
the New York Times in 1979. “It means,” he wrote later after having 
written a book on the subject in 1984, “the inborn affinity that human 
beings have for other forms of life, an affinity evoked . . . by pleasure, 
or a sense of security, or awe, or even fascination blended with revul-
sion. One basic manifestation of . . . biophilia is a preference for certain 
natural environments as places for habitation.” The idea was based on 
the work of Gordon Orians, a zoologist at the University of Washing-
ton who had asked people about their “ideal” habitats to discover that, 
given a choice, most of them wished “their home to perch atop a promi-
nence, placed close to a lake, ocean, or other body of water, and sur-
rounded by a parklike terrain.” “The trees they most want to see from 
their homes have spreading crowns, with numerous branches project-
ing from the trunk and horizontal with the ground, and furnished pro-
fusely with small and finely divided leaves.” Wilson realized that “this 
archetype fits a tropical savanna of the kind prevailing in Africa, where 
humanity evolved for several million years.”42 Biophilia, however, repro-
duces only the limited “world” of mutuality. It can extend only to forms 
of life visible to humans, not to the microbes and bacteria that make up 
the bulk of life. As Cary Wolfe cogently argued, it is not possible from 
a human point of view to give all forms of life equal value: “Will we 
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allow anthrax or cholera microbes to attain self-realization in wiping 
out sheep herds or human kindergartens? Will we continue to deny sal-
monella or botulism micro-organisms their equal rights when we pro-
cess the dead carcasses of animals and plants that we eat?”43

In contrast to such physicists as David Keith, the geologist Andrew 
Glikson recommends an attitude of reverence to the earth, though he 
expresses this as part of a narrative of loss. I quoted him in the previous 
chapter, but his words would bear repetition in the context of the cur-
rent discussion. Glikson writes, “Having lost a sense of reverence toward 
Earth, there is no evidence humans are about to rise above the realm 
of perceptions, dreams, myths, legends and denial. . . . Perhaps it is too 
much to expect any living species to possess the wisdom and responsi-
bility required to control its own inventions. . . . [But] without ethics, 
Homo sapiens cannot survive.”44 The geologist Marcia Bjornerud also rec-
ommends a cautionary approach to the planet. Speaking of “the idea 
of cooling the planet by shooting sulfate aerosols in the atmosphere,” 
a measure David Keith advocates, she points out that “that sky would 
always be white,” never blue. Imagine an earth without a blue sky and 
what happens to our sense of the mutuality! “The most vocal advocates 
for stratospheric sulfate injection,” she adds, “are either economists, ac-
customed to viewing the natural world as a system of commodities . . . 
or physicists, who treat it as an easily understood laboratory model. . . . 
Most geoscientists, knowing the long and complex story of the atmo-
sphere, biosphere, and the climate . . . think the idea humans can man-
age the planet is delusional and dangerous.”45 The climate scientist 
Wallace Broecker’s words, quoted in chapter 2, may be recalled: “Every 
now and then . . . nature has decided to give a good swift kick to the cli-
mate beast. And the beast has responded, as beasts will—violently and 
a little unpredictably.”46 In his recent book Half-Earth, Wilson himself 
used the word dangerous in referring to the “gargantuan and danger-
ous programs of geoengineering now being discussed” and instead pro-
posed that to save biodiversity, humans should follow “the precaution-
ary principle” and leave half of the land surface on the planet to forms 
of life other than human.47

Modernity and the Loss of Reverence

From where and how does a humanist historian begin to think in order 
to contribute to the new-political work of composing “the common” 
that Bruno Latour and others have proposed as the way forward with-
out in the process denying all that already divides humans in the space 
of the political? Clearly, however one thinks of human futures, one 
condition set by European political thinkers of modernity will have to 
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hold in any definition of the political: humans will need protection from 
predators. Human dwelling has always been about feeling safe. While 
a mere shelter, in Heidegger’s philosophy, does not amount to dwelling, 
dwelling incorporates the principle of “shelter”; it safeguards humans:

In what does the nature of dwelling consist? Let us listen once more 
to what language says to us. The Old Saxon wuon, the Gothic Wunian, 
like the old word bauen, mean to stay in a place. But the Gothic wunian 
says more distinctly how the remaining is experienced. Wunian means 
to be at peace, to be brought to peace, to remain in peace. The word for 
peace, Friede, means the free, das Frye, and fry means: preserved from 
harm and danger, preserved from something, to be safeguarded.48

This fundamental requirement of dwelling, that it should involve the 
question of feeling safe, goes far, far back into the deep history of hu-
mans. Writing about the South African australopithecine (a bipedal pri-
mate with both ape and human characteristics) sites, Robin Dunbar re-
marks that many of these were limestone caves “edging river valleys,” 
providing these creatures both warmth and “safety from predators in 
areas where large trees in which to roost [were] in limited supply.”49 
The need to be safe from predators could have only increased with the 
domestication of certain animals, the rise of agriculture, and eventually 
of creation of cities so that any “modern” human settlement or civili-
zation—as may be illustrated by the history of the large-scale slaugh-
ter of dingoes by European settlers in Australia—would come to define 
itself as a human-dominant order of life, that is, an order defined by its 
capacity to keep humans safe from predators, big and small.50

But today it is a question of feeling safe on a planet where many areas 
may become uninhabitable—not just for humans but for many other 
species as well. Protection therefore has to be extended not simply to 
the citizens of a nation-state but to immigrants, refugees, and aliens 
whose numbers will most likely swell both within and across nations—
exactly the opposite of the main trends in the anti-immigrant politics 
of so many nations today. And the politics of human well-being has to 
be in conversation with the problem of “habitability” of this planet, 
the awareness that human history is but a part of the history of com-
plex life on this planet, that biodiversity is critical to making this planet 
habitable. We have to begin to think of humanity as not only a planet-
wide diaspora of a biological species but also of this diaspora as con-
stituting a minority form of life, the mainstay of biological life on the 
planet being microbial. We will have to make our way toward an order 
that presently seems unimaginable: an order that is not necessarily hu-
man dominant. Our new-political thought also then has to draw on the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/8/2021 10:32 AM via UNIV OF CHICAGO. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



196 	 C h a p t e r  E i g h t

intellectual legacy of minority thinking and not issue from the position 
of those who assume their dominance in the order of things.51 There are 
no paths here already charted out for us. We increasingly see how hope-
lessly humanocentric all our political and economic institutions still are. 
The political eventually will have to be refounded on a new philosophi-
cal understanding of the human condition.

Toward an Anthropological Clearing

I end therefore with a particular exercise in thought. It is somewhat 
similar to what the German philosopher Karl Jaspers undertook in the 
period between the two world wars of the twentieth century when he 
developed his idea of an “epochal consciousness.” I have disagreements 
with Jaspers that need not detain us here. But I find in his thoughts some 
of the spirit of this exercise foreshadowed.

The context for Jaspers’s thoughts was, of course, very different. 
“Nuclear holocaust” does not betoken the same kind of crisis as global 
warming. While both may be anthropogenic in nature, a nuclear crisis 
could be a one-off event of catastrophic proportions, but global warm-
ing names a series of events unfolding over the lives of many genera-
tions and beyond. Yet because of their capacity to destroy civilization 
as we know it, both call to our attention the problem of the common(s), 
and this is where Jaspers’s thoughts may still have something to offer. 
Two aspects of the idea appear to have special relevance to what I am 
seeking to do here: (a) his thinking on “epochal consciousness” comes 
out of a particular tradition (mainly German) of taking the whole of 
humanity as the object of philosophy of history at a moment of global 
crisis or emergency, and much of my thinking here is an heir to that 
tradition; and (b) the fact that Jaspers invented this category “epochal 
consciousness” to find a home for thought that did not foreclose the 
space of actual politics and yet created a perspectival and ethical van-
tage point, something that he qualified as “prepolitical.” Prepolitical in 
a very special sense: a form of consciousness that does not deny, decry, 
or denounce the divisions of political life while seeking to position itself 
as something that comes before politics or before thinking politically, as a 
pre-position as it were to the political.

In his book, Man in the Modern Age, published in German in 1931 and 
in English in 1933, Jaspers spelled out the idea of “epochal conscious-
ness” as a problem that had haunted European intellectuals “for more 
than a century.” Furthermore, he argued that it was a problem that had 
become urgent “since the [Great] war,” from which time “the gravity of 
the peril [to humanity] ha[d] become manifest to everyone.”52 Jaspers 
explained the context for “epochal consciousness” as follows: “Man 
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not only exists but knows that he exists. In full awareness he studies 
his world and changes it to suit his purposes. He has learned how to 
interfere with ‘natural causation.’”53 Epochal consciousness was thus 
a “modern” phenomenon, a phenomenon possible only after Man had 
learned to “interfere with ‘natural causation.’”

While there had been “transcendental” and universal conceptions of 
history before—such as the Christian, Judaic, or Islamic ones—passed 
on “from one generation to another,” the continuity of this chain, ar-
gued Jaspers, was “severed” in the sixteenth century with “the delib-
erate secularization of human life.”54 This was the beginning of the 
process of European domination of the globe: “It was an age of dis-
covery. The world became known in all its seas and lands; the new as-
tronomy was born; modern science began; the great era of technique 
was dawning; the State administration was being nationalized.”55 The 
French Revolution was perhaps the first event that found expression in 
forms of “epochal consciousness” in the work of philosophers. It was 
“the first revolution whose motive force was a determination to re-
construct life upon rational principles after all that reason perceived 
to be the weeds of human society had been ruthlessly picked up and 
cast into the flames.” Even though the “resolve to set men free devel-
oped into the Terror which destroyed liberty,” the fact of the revolu-
tion, wrote Jaspers, left men “uneasy about the foundations of an exis-
tence for which they thenceforward held themselves responsible, since 
[existence] could be purposively modified, and remoulded nearer to the 
heart’s desire.”56 Jaspers mentions Kant, Hegel, Kierkegaard, Goethe, 
Tocqueville, Stendhal, Niehbuhr, Tallyrand, Marx, and, among others, 
Nietzsche as bearers of different forms of epochal consciousness, ending 
his series with Walther Rathenau’s Zur Kritik der Zeit (1912) and Spen-
gler’s Untergang des Abendlandes (1918) as two books displaying forms of 
epochal consciousness that preceded his own on Man in the Modern Age.57 
And we can, of course, add to this list other names of the twentieth cen-
tury including those of Martin Heidegger, Hannah Arendt, and, as the 
preceding discussion suggests, Rabindranath Tagore.

Epochal consciousness as a form of thought was supposed to have 
two characteristics. It was nonspecialist thought and, more impor-
tantly, it was not oriented to finding solutions.58 Epochal consciousness, 
Jaspers said, is “granted to man without giving him the rest of a con-
clusion.” To inhabit such consciousness “takes stamina,” for “it calls for 
endurance in the tensions of insolubility.”59 Epochal consciousness is 
ultimately ethical. It is about how we comport ourselves with regard to 
the world under contemplation in a moment of global—and now plane-
tary—crisis. It is what sustains our horizons of action. So I offer the fol-
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lowing in a spirit of dialogue with the reader. As Jaspers wrote, citing 
Nietzsche, “Truth begins when there are two.”60

Wonder and Reverence

Recall the words the geologist Andrew Glikson: “Having lost a sense of 
reverence toward Earth, there is no evidence humans are about to rise 
above the realm of perceptions, dreams, myths, legends and denial. . . . 
Perhaps it is too much to expect any living species to possess the wisdom 
and responsibility required to control its own inventions. . . . [But] with-
out ethics, Homo sapiens cannot survive.”61 Reverence, wisdom, respon-
sibility, ethics—these are secular words denoting a spiritual relation-
ship to earth. There is no doubt that we are way beyond the language of 
geology here and are in the neighborhood of theology. Reverence is not 
simply about curiosity, wonderment, or biophilia. Reverence suggests 
a relationship of respect mixed in with fear and awe, with proto-Italic 
roots that mean “to be wary.”62 We do not fully understand the planet 
and its processes. It does not belong to the structure of mutuality that 
Heidegger, Tagore, and others outlined. We cannot even always pre-
dict its “anger,” so we need to be wary of it. The planet can, as dem-
onstrated by the Australian fires of 2019, reduce us to our creaturely 
lives where we compete with other species (as with camels in Australia 
over water) for sheer survival. Watching out for something that is both 
miraculous (because it bears complex life) and dangerous—not always 
to be embraced in mutuality—this is the spirit of which Glikson speaks, 
though in a nostalgic and cautionary register. Nostalgic because hu-
mans appear to have forgotten that the planet has something about it 
of what Rudolf Otto in The Idea of the Holy described as “mysterium tre-
mendum”—something “urgent, active, compelling, and alive.” Capable 
of expressing a “wrath” that has nothing moral about it—it does not 
punish humans for anything they may have done wrong—it can reduce 
us to the sense of an abject creaturehood, so overpowering can be its 
presence.63

Biodiversity evokes in human students of the phenomenon a sense 
of the miraculous, for there was nothing inevitable about the coming 
of complex life on this planet. The Earth system produced a delicate 
atmosphere—our “modern” atmosphere—allowing complex animal 
and plant life to flourish. That atmosphere has persisted for about four 
hundred million years. We depend on it, but it was not made with us in 
view. Theoretically, it would be there even if humans had not appeared. 
When humans came along as an animal, our animal life was full of 
fear—one source, one might say, mimicking William James, of a variety 
of ancient religious experiences. Most importantly, there was the fear of 
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other animals and spirits, reverence toward the nonhuman and the non-
living. The ancient religions of Africa, the Americas, and Australasia do 
not suggest the idea that the world was created mainly or even only for 
humans. Fear was critical to survival of species, for fear regulated inter-
species relations. Then came the Holocene and human civilization. The 
axial religions made us feel central to the miracle of creation. The seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries—a time when Europeans seized other 
peoples’ lands and increasingly found themselves in the lap of luxury—
sometimes made European thinkers overconfident about the place and 
prospects of humanity. In his Second Treatise, Locke announced—with 
the New World very much in mind—land for humans to be as abundant 
as water: “Nor was this appropriation of any parcel of land, by improv-
ing it, any prejudice to any other man, since there was still enough, and 
as good left; and more than the yet unprovided could use. . . . Nobody 
could think of himself injured by the drinking of another man, though 
he took a good draught, who had a whole river of the same water left 
to him to quench his thirst: and the case of land and water, where there 
is enough of both, is perfectly the same.”64 Grotius in his Mare Liberum 
(The free sea) (1609) pronounced the oceans to be not only common 
property of all humans but also inexhaustible in the amount of food 
they contained for us: “For it is generally agreed that, if a great many 
persons hunt or fish upon some wooded tract of land or in some stream, 
the wood or stream would probably be [exhausted of ] wild animals or 
fish, an objection which is not applicable to the sea.”65 It was 1735 when 
a European savant, Carl von Linné even cataloged us, his own species, 
under Wise Man, Homo sapiens, with a little note on the side, as if ad-
dressed to himself, saying: nosce ti ipsum (know thyself ). He included it 
in the tenth revision of his Systema naturae (1758).66 And later in the same 
century, Kant proclaimed with confidence that the fleece on the sheep’s 
back was meant for us, humans.67 Finally came industrial and capitalist 
modernity followed by the intense globalization and democratization 
of consumption of the last four decades. We gradually forgot the cul-
ture of reverence on which all ancient, Indigenous, and even peasant 
religions were based.68

Glikson is right to speak of reverence for the planet in a nostalgic 
tone, for becoming modern—whether in Europe or in its colonies—
was fundamentally about overcoming fear in many different senses 
(including the fear of foreign or domestic oppressors). Readers will re-
call that Horkheimer and Adorno opened their Dialectic of Enlightenment 
with the following observation: “In the most general sense of progres-
sive thought, the Enlightenment has always aimed at liberating men 
from fear and establishing their sovereignty.”69 Through nineteenth- 
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and twentieth-century waves of modernization, given the combination 
of electricity and technology and the rise in the number of cities and 
their inhabitants, humans overcame their fear of—and reverence for—
other forms of life and of what they took to be a part of the givenness 
of their world.

To be modern, then, was to retain an Aristotelian sense of wonder-
ment and curiosity about the world and the universe but lose all sense 
of fear as a value (as distinct from fear as an instinct or drive)—except 
for the citizen’s political fear of the law and the state, as Hobbes would 
say. If this is true, then a task faces the historian of the Anthropocene. 
True, modern humans, as both a condition for and a consequence of 
their flourishing, have lost the fear of other species. Our life in what we 
call human civilization depends crucially on not having to be fearful of 
most other life-forms as we go about our everyday business. This is a 
basic condition of modern life. But how did we come to lose this fear? I 
ask because this did not happen everywhere at the same time. I grew up 
in a Calcutta of the 1950s where the fear of wild animals—mainly foxes, 
snakes, bats, and frogs of all varieties—was as real as that of ghosts and 
spirits. Later, as electricity came and people moved in, clearing land to 
build more houses, these creatures disappeared. The variety of birds to 
be seen in the city dwindled. The process is still ongoing in India. As the 
work of Annu Jalais among the villagers of the delta area of the Sundar-
bans in southern Bengal shows, there are still areas in India and Ban-
gladesh where animals (in this case, the tiger) are still both feared and 
sometimes worshipped.70

So here is indeed a project for provincializing Europe. How does one 
write the history of modern humans’ loss of fear—not as an instinct 
but as a value, a process that no doubt begins in Europe? Seventeenth-
century founders of modern (European) political thought assumed that 
the human fear of wild animals was by definition a part of the “natural” 
order. Protection of human life and property in their texts, therefore, 
meant protection from predatory practices of other humans, not wild 
animals.71 Hobbes’s discussion of “rights over non-rational animals” in 
his De cive (1642) assumed, for example, that human habitations were 
already free of the fear of wild animals. This was a condition for being 
political: “In the natural state, because of the war of all against all, any 
one may legitimately subdue or kill Men, whenever that seems to be to 
his advantage; much more will this be the case against animals. That is, 
one may at discretion reduce to one’s service any animals that can be 
tamed or made useful, and wage continual war against the rest as harm-
ful, and hunt them down and kill them. This Dominion over animals has 
its origin in the right of nature, not in Divine positive right.”72 He adds, “the 
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condition of mankind [in the state of nature] would surely have been 
very hard, since the beasts could devour them in all innocence, while 
they could not devour the beasts. Since, therefore it is by natural right 
the animal kills a man, it will be by the same right that a man slaugh-
ters an animal.”73 For Hobbes, then, “wild animals” were already a part 
of the original state of humans, not of their condition when they had 
built the state.

The planet now reminds us that while valuable, this pursuit of over-
coming the feeling of reverence for the world around us has also been 
a loss in the sphere of values. And a critical loss in some ways. In build-
ing a new tradition of political thought that is not simply about hu-
man domination of the earth, we would need to find ways of combining 
elements of both wonderment and reverence in our relationship to the 
places we inhabit. While that task has to be accomplished collectively 
and historically and through the existing space of the political with no 
guarantees of success, Hobbes gives us at least a rhetorical starting 
point. But we find that point of departure only by reading him against 
his own intention. In Leviathan, Hobbes glosses for his readers two Latin 
words, prudence and sapience. He writes, “As much experience, is Prudence; 
so, is much Science, Sapience. For though we usually have one name of 
Wisedom for them both; yet the Latines did always distinguish between 
Prudentia and Sapientia; ascribing the former to Experience, the latter to 
science.” Hobbes valued “science” over experience. Prudence or experi-
ence is “useful,” he says, but science “infallible.” He was clear: “Reason 
is the pace [peace]: Encrease of Science, the way; and the Benefit of man-
kind, the end.”74 In the absence of science, there could be the guidance 
of experience and “natural judgment,” for the worst offense in Hobbes’s 
eyes was sticking to texts dogmatically, the offense of pedantry: “But in 
any businesse, wherof a man has not infallible Science but to proceed 
by; to forsake his own natural judgement, and be guided by generall 
sentences read in Authors, and subject to many exceptions, is a signe of 
folly, and generally scorned by the name of Pedantry.”75 But experience 
was inferior to science. It did not carry the “infallibility” of science, and 
worse, it was no guarantee against the ambiguities of language, and 
for that reason it provided no basis for order. Hobbes therefore always 
preferred science, Sapientia, as something of higher value in his philoso-
phy of political order than sheer Prudence or experience. “The Light of 
humane minds,” he writes in Leviathan, “is Perspicuous Words, but by 
exact definitions first snuffed, and [then] purged from ambiguity; And 
on the contrary, Metaphors, and senseless ambiguous words, are like 
ignes fatui [fools’ fire]; and reasoning upon them is wondering among in-
numerable absurdities; and their end, contention, and sedition, or con-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 4/8/2021 10:32 AM via UNIV OF CHICAGO. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



202 	 C h a p t e r  E i g h t

tempt.”76 He defines Prudence as “a Præsumtion of the Future, contracted 
from the Experience [of ] time Past”—but conjectures of the future here 
are weak as “grounded only upon Experience.”77

It is unlikely that any one today would think it possible to purge 
words of their inherent ambiguities or base a political order on such 
imagined purging. Nor would science bear the certainties it once did 
for Hobbes. Its claims to superiority over experience would not go un-
challenged either, because it is precisely the “experience”—vicarious 
and direct—of the impact of our science and technology on the bio-
sphere that tells us about their fallibility and reinforces the profound 
ambivalence that many humans have justly felt about their powers for 
a very long time. Yet, on the other hand, who would deny that science 
and technology have been central to human flourishing, both in our 
numbers and in the quality of the lives that a large number of humans 
enjoy today? For good or bad—maybe for good and bad—we inhabit 
a world that keeps our brains stimulated far more than was possible 
at any other period in human history, thanks precisely to our technical 
inventions. And this same flourishing of the period of the “great accel-
eration” of human economy and numbers has also created our current 
sense of a planetary crisis.

Hobbes’s discussion leaves us with a question: Can humans learn 
from the experience of the Anthropocene so that they can renew mod-
ern political thought without assuming—contra Tagore and others—
that humans are special in the history of complex life or that they are 
central to the larger scheme of things or that they are even capable of 
viewing the whole? Can Homo sapiens learn to be Homo prudens, what-
ever the political battles that divide us? I should clarify that a project 
that seeks to understand human loss of reverence for the world they 
found themselves in is not a project of renouncing the moral courage 
that humans have always needed in their struggles against various 
forms of domination and exploitation, including those that have been 
made possible by modern humans’ profligate use of fossil fuels. Indeed, 
such moral courage can easily coexist with the spirit of reverence whose 
loss Glikson laments. In many ways, a person like Mohandas Gandhi 
embodied in himself these two values.78 Learning to be Homo prudens is 
not to lose moral courage. It is the opposite—to have the moral courage, 
the courage of a Rachel Carson, for instance—to learn from human ex-
perience and to question dominant visions of the human.

The dominant visions of the human cannot any longer be separated 
from the intensive growth of extractive and consumerist global capi-
talism that both revealed and exposed humans to the cold indifference 
of what I have called the planetary. Humans now find themselves in a 
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crisis of temporal management as well, for the planetary calendar (that 
the IPCC speaks of ) and that of the globe (that the UN tries to man-
age) cannot always be synchronized. I have also suggested that this is 
in fact a profoundly phenomenological challenge to humans, for we are 
out-scaled by some of the problems we face. Our embodied selves and 
our institutions did not evolve to deal with problems that could span 
geological scales of time. We evolved by taking the work of deep time as 
given and, over the last couple of hundred years, became “modern” by 
coming to think of the world around us as something that existed “for 
us.” There were and there still are groups of humans who do not share 
that assumption, but they lost the battle for the world to the “moderns.” 
The assumption that the world is there mainly to provide a background 
for the drama of human history to unfold has met with a rude shock 
(dramatically illustrated by the massive and tragic Australian fires of 
2019–2020). We now increasingly know that the planet was not made 
with humans in view. As we are forced to deal with the planet through 
dealing with issues like climate change, species extinction, sea level rise, 
acidification of the seas, extreme weather events, water and food secu-
rity, and so forth, one hears basically two kinds of calls. They both issue 
from a recognition of the contemporary human predicament. One is the 
call to extend human domination of the planet and to make this an “in-
telligent” planet by ensuring that even where there was once “nature” 
(by human reckoning) only technology and human justice prevail.79 
This is to continue and intensify the work of the global and to try and 
fold the planetary back into its reach. The other call—presently uto-
pian but absolutely critical in my judgment and voiced by many cited 
in this book—is to work toward a planet that no longer belongs to the 
human-dominant order that European empires, postcolonial and mod-
ernizing nationalisms, and capitalist and consumerist globalization cre-
ated over the last five hundred years, the pace of events accelerating 
after the 1950s. However humans proceed to deal with this situation—
most likely through different mixtures of both options at different levels 
of organization—they will have to draw their bearings from two con-
nected but different conceptual entities—the globe and the planet—
with the former remaining a humanocentric construction and the latter 
decentering the human in our narratives of the world.

In his thoughtful book, Learning to Die in the Anthropocene, Roy Scran-
ton proposed that we prepare ourselves for the death of this consumer-
ist and capitalist civilization.80 The death of this civilization, however, 
does not mean the death of all possible ideas of civilization. Any just 
vision of a civilized human future, it seems to me, would have to em-
brace three principles: (a) all human lives would need to be protected 
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and their flourishing enabled and ensured; (b) biodiversity—which 
makes for a habitable planet—would have to be protected; and (c) pro-
cesses of withdrawal from the current human-dominant order of the 
earth would need to be initiated and advanced. In other words, the 
humanocentric idea of sustainability will have to speak to the planet-
centric idea of habitability. For if my proposition that the intensifica-
tion of the global has made us encounter the planet is true, then the age 
of the purely global that European empires and capitalism created and 
that theorists have pondered and historians documented and analyzed 
since the 1990s is now over. We live on the cusp of the global and the 
planetary.
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*  pos tscript *

The Global Reveals
the Planetary

A C onversation with Bruno Lato ur

Bruno Latour: I want to ask you about how to orient ourselves among 
the planetary conflicts. Actually, there are many different notions of the 
planet according to you, different ways to feel or become conscious of 
the planetary dimension of politics. So, I’d like to ask you first about the 
views associated with the current conservative revolution, and when-
ever we mention this term a few minutes later Heidegger comes in. 
How would you define this type of Earth, which could be called the 
Old Earth or the Reactionary Earth, for then we will be in a better posi-
tion to locate the others vis-à-vis what you call “the Emergence of the 
Planetary.”

Dipesh Chakrabarty: Heuristically, to simplify the story, if I start 
with the history of labor and capitalism and connect Earth and planet 
to that, then you will see that in most European languages labor, ety-
mologically, has to do with toil. It’s really the physical, wearisome labor 
of a physical body. It could be a horse. It could be a child. The German 
word arbeiten is etymologically related to the Indo-European word for 
the (hardworking) “orphan.” When Karl Marx is analyzing capitalism, 
his critical equation is between the machine and man, and even ani-
mals. In the first volume of Capital, he describes how some of the heavy 
machines were incorporating movements of a horse’s legs and then in-
corporating movements of human arms and other body parts.1 That’s 
why Marx says, quoting Goethe, that the machine is robbing the worker 
of his body. The word work, however, is etymologically connected to 
the word for energy in Greek. This is the seventeenth-century New-
tonian definition of “work”—it is energy spent. I think capitalism be-
gins its history with labor as toil. But it discovers, with the development 
of technology, that it does not need bodily labor to get work done. It can 
get work done by a waterfall. It can get work done by wind. It can get 
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work done by a machine, by artificial intelligence. The domain of work 
is what expands under capitalism. In the last few decades with the use 
of AI, we can see that the future of work that was labor/toil is uncer-
tain. This is giving rise to debates about a universal basic income. What 
will you do with the people who will not have paid employment? Only 
some people will have labor that is paid work. As work expands, the 
reach of capital expands, and our demand on the biosphere expands. 
This directly affects the biosphere, and it affects deep earth because of 
resource mobilization.

BL: The extraction of things.
DC: That’s right. Extractive capitalism becomes more and more de-

pendent on the biosphere. The more capitalism gets into deep earth 
through the realm of work, the more it encounters what I call the planet.

BL: Is biosphere a good term here?
DC: The biosphere is part of the critical zone. So, capitalism is making 

more demands on the critical zone as well as on deep earth.
BL: So it’s labor that allows us to discover the planet? Or is it its fabu-

lous extension through capitalism?
DC: It’s really the reduction in the importance of labor and the in-

creasing importance of work. This is what makes Marx somewhat obso-
lete because all of his notions of value, abstract labor, living labor, are 
based on the presence of human beings, whereas work does not require 
human presence to the same degree. I can make a mountain do the work 
for me. This is really the principle of leverage. As capitalism expands 
it creates a crisis here. The crisis is often what we call in sociology the 
problem of the future of work. When they say what will happen to the 
future of work, they mean the future of labor, paid toil. But capitalism 
expands, creating this crisis, and it actually increases the geomorpho-
logical role of humans. That is, the way in which we transform the sur-
face of the planet. The fact that in the Anthropocene they say human 
beings are the biggest earthmoving agents.

BL: Wait! You’re going too fast. We haven’t seen the Anthropocene 
yet; so far, we just have a guy toiling in a field.

DC: Becoming redundant.
BL: There is no “planet” yet.
DC: So, we begin with Heideggerian Earth, and we begin with the 

eighteenth-century discovery of soil chemistry and the notion of sus-
tainability. This is where one level of capitalism is beginning. What one 
is introducing is the history of what we call technology.

BL: Production basically.
DC: But, in Carl Schmitt’s terms, this is what he calls in English the 

story of “unencumbered technology” in that book you referred me to.2 
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Amazing, yes? He sees the ship as unencumbered technology because 
life on a ship depends completely on technology in the ship. This tech-
nology, in his terms, in unencumbered because it is not embedded in 
society as technology on land may be. But technology increasingly gets 
even more unencumbered, and the more unencumbered technology 
gets the more you can expand the realm of work.

BL: Until you find that the biosphere has a limit.
DC: Yes, but at the same time, this allows you to come across deep 

earth, which is part of what I am calling the planet. Work on this level 
can lead to more earthquakes. Consider this: the use of fossil fuels re-
sults in the emission of CO2 . To find fossil fuels, you have to dig deep and 
need sophisticated technology and machinery to get the work done. The 
heating of the surface of the planet contributes to geophysical events 
like earthquakes and tsunamis. There is a book called Waking the Giant 
by the geologist Bill McGuire. Its subtitle is How a Changing Climate Trig-
gers Earthquakes, Tsunamis, and Volcanoes.3

BL: Is this the movement to the global?
DC: This is where the planetary comes into the global.
BL: Okay. Because you said the global reveals the planetary.
DC: The global discloses the planetary.
BL: Could we get some dates on that?
DC: I would say, the “earth” in Heideggerian terms is older.
BL: In its primordial range.
DC: Yes. The global from the fifteenth century onward. I would say 

that the planetary begins with nitrogen fixing, the Haber-Bosch pro-
cess, at the beginning of the twentieth century, because you are actu-
ally getting into planetary processes. Of course, the planetary is what 
the earth comes from. The global comes from a historical process that 
includes European expansion and the development of a technology that 
can make the sphere we live on into a globe for us.

BL: Yeah. Without the global we would not have discovered the 
planetary. And then the planetary, retrospectively, covers billions of 
years.

DC: Exactly. That’s where the historical vista opens up.
BL: So, the planet is antecedent to the global.
DC: Right.
BL: Except it arrives very late, of course.
DC: Yes. We become aware of its presence late.
BL: OK.
DC: What I was going to say here is this. I have two photos—I haven’t 

got them with me, but they are very telling—I juxtaposed two photos of 
a child in my neighborhood, a four-year-old boy—both walking past an 
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earthmoving machine with no self-awareness and the next minute sit-
ting in a sand pit playing with miniature earthmoving machines moving 
sand. I use these images to say that the Anthropocene, or humankind’s 
earthmoving agency, has been naturalized to a degree that a little boy 
is growing up using this toy machinery thinking that this is what hu-
mans do. In that sense a planetary role of humans can actually show up 
in an individual’s life, their biography. This child is a colleague’s child. 
One day I walked into their house and saw these toys. I exclaimed to my 
colleague, “These are Anthropocene toys!” So my colleague, this child’s 
father, became interested in the issue and sent me these photos.

BL: But wait, when this kid is playing it was very positive. Today we 
might come to a situation when you have the same earthmoving toys 
but ecologically minded parents might slap kids round the face and say, 
“Don’t play with those horrible things!”

DC: Because we did not call them Anthropocene toys. We called 
them development toys.

BL: When does the word designate or shift from development to An-
thropocene? When does the great acceleration, instead of being posi-
tive, become horrifying?

DC: I would say it begins—the awareness (not to be Hegelian about 
it)—so to talk about beginning of an awareness is not the right term, 
but surely from Rachel Carson to The Limits to Growth, so 1962 to 1972.4 
It’s in that decade that a certain shift happens. The shift does not reach 
Asia. China actually launches the “Four Modernizations” movements in 
1978. India liberalizes in 1991 and thinks it’s modernizing. The shift is 
mostly in the West, but I would say that’s when there are real doubts. 
The kind of fight that Rachel Carson had to carry on against the au-
thorities for not being a proper scientist.

BL: So, the planetary emerges as the feeling that there is a clash be-
tween the global—basically modernization—and the planet. It’s very 
differentiated in terms of history with every nation being different.

DC: More differentiated than globalization, because the development 
story runs concurrently with imperialism. The empires say they are de-
veloping you. Rostow’s stages of growth in the 1950s, specifically 1958. 
I grew up in India thinking we are organizing development/moderniza-
tion. To modernize was our ambition. If you go back to the 1950s, the 
popular defense of technology such as big dams was in terms of provid-
ing food to people.

BL: So, the Green Revolution?
DC: Well that’s later, 1968 or 1969, but even in the 1950s, dams for 

instance. The justification of dams was to feed people. From the 1930s 
population specialists are meeting to ask if there’s enough food. Is 
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Earth’s carrying capacity enough? One of the interesting things I see is 
that the modernization narrative carries with it a certain kind of secu-
lar ethic—it’s a secular and nonreligious way of caring for the poor. The 
rhetoric that this will eventually feed people is there both in what right-
wing and left-wing people write.

BL: So here there is a beginning of a type of planet at least, it’s not 
yet “the planetary”—we reserve “the planetary” for the Anthropocene?

DC: Yeah.
BL: There is already the feeling of a planet here, but it’s a planet as a 

background and a resource.
DC: Right.
BL: And the question is “how big is the resource?”
DC: And that’s how the limit question arises. So, the finitude ques-

tion.
BL: It’s still in development. It’s still the global. So, the global has a 

planet.
DC: The global is shadowed by its own planet.
BL: And then suddenly in the 1970s/1980s in the Western part, the 

planet is felt both as a resource and that the planetary is somewhat 
negative or puzzling.

DC: It was revealing itself to James Lovelock and his colleagues in the 
1960s, but we were not aware of it.

BL: But the connection with Gaia, according to you, is not as strong 
as with Earth System Science [ESS].

DC: This is what Gaia mutates into.
BL: And then there is a conflict between the two. But I want to go 

back to one of the other traits of the different planetary definitions, and 
that is the question of agency, because, after all, this is from where you 
started your interest in the climate issue. Clearly the agent [of ] history 
pushing the global was industry.

DC: And for Marx, labor.
BL: And, of course, that’s what provided the possibility of socialism. 

I am sorry—this is a question which you have answered many times: 
What is the new agent of history now with the planetary? Who is the 
agent? Is this an agent that is recognizable from the history of social-
ism? Is it a completely new type of human?

DC: My understanding of the situation is as follows. From the 1970s 
on something was happening to the figure of the “agent”—every hu-
man being as an autonomous agent—which had been so popular in the 
democratizing, postimperial West of the 1960s. Increasingly, Western 
complex societies were dealing with the question of agency by com-
partmentalizing it in different spheres of life. If you were involved in 
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something that could be treated by law, where you would be held re-
sponsible or culpable for something, then most law would still use a 
Lockean notion of personhood. You would be seen as a person with 
autonomy, you could be held accountable. If you had mental insanity, 
then you would be forgiven. On the other hand, when doctors discov-
ered that an ulcer was caused by bacteria and not stress, which was late 
in the 1970s/1980s [in the mid-1980s], a doctor treating you would not 
treat you as a Lockean person. The doctor would actually say—

BL: You have been infected—
DC: You have a microbiome; there are other living things in you. In 

a way, this is the world that you [BL] and others laid out, which is a 
world of connectivity and what you call distributed forms of agency. 
The world that you and others have talked about, that world was actu-
ally increasingly becoming visible, but political institutions, legal insti-
tutions were carrying on as before.

BL: With Lockean subjects.
DC: As though that knowledge were not of any political relevance. I 

think that is the problem we are now facing on a much more increased 
scale.

BL: So, we no longer have Lockean subjects anywhere?
DC: But we have to pretend that we are still Lockean subjects. That’s 

how we vote. That’s how nations talk to each other. In the United Na-
tions every nation has a legal, political personality. When we say big 
nations are responsible, or when we say capitalism is responsible for 
greenhouse gas emissions, we speak of capitalism as if it had a moral/
legal personality.

BL: So, there is a disconnect between the recognized agents of the 
past and the new agents of the planetary?

DC: Well, there is a real disconnect—and we don’t yet have political 
bridges to connect the divide.

BL: So, the agent of history is not a human but “earthbounds.”
DC: They are earthbound, they are more than human, and politi-

cal thought has not tried to build any links between humans and these 
larger complexes of which humans are also a part. We don’t yet know 
how to politically recognize this agent that is more than human and nec-
essarily includes the human.

BL: Would you be comfortable with the adjective terrestrial?
DC: Yes.
BL: Not a Lockean subject but terrestrial, an adjective that doesn’t 

specify if they are human or not human.
DC: Exactly. But to view those as subjects.
BL: They are not there.
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DC: They are not there, and you have to resignify the word subject.
BL: Maybe we can now go through the different things with this ar-

gument about agency. The earth—the primordial earth which has ob-
sessed Husserl, Heidegger, and in some way Schmitt and many other 
Germans—what would have been the human agent there? What would 
have been the political construction—the agent of history?

DC: Heidegger, if you just remember in some sentences—I forget 
which essay—where he is comparing, where he develops his distinc-
tion between two modes of relating to the earth: demanding from the 
earth—the German word is herausfordern—and leaving something to 
the mercy of the earth. He says when a peasant sows a seed, he is leaving 
it to the mercy of the earth, but when I use artificial fertilizers I work 
the land hard. It is as though I was being demanding of the earth, like 
holding a gun to somebody’s head to rob them. Heidegger clearly favors 
the position of leaving yourself at the mercy of the earth.

BL: Which is not so very far from the agent who lives in the planetary 
after many Hegelian twists and turns.

DC: Yes, the agent that discovers that he/she is at the mercy of it any-
way.

BL: So that is your point for you when you are accused of having 
abandoned the revolutionary emancipatory agent of history and when 
you are talking so much about the new planetary, I mean does it mean 
that you sort of . . . ?

DC: Here is the problem that I find myself pondering, and I have to 
think my way through it. When you say, “we have never been modern,” 
you are right in your own terms, in the way you define the constitution 
of modern. In that sense you are right. But when you finish the book you 
end with saying you want to keep two things from the constitution of 
the moderns. One of which is the proliferation of hybrids that humans 
have produced and that capacity to proliferate hybrids. In other words, 
even when you are finishing that book—and you are saying we have 
never been modern in your own terms, which I think is right—you are 
not saying we should not have MRI machines, should not have chemo-
therapy, you are not saying that. So that’s why I read into that desire to 
keep that element from the constitution.

BL: But there is an earthiness in your definition of the planetary.
DC: Yes, let me finish this point and then I will come to it. So here is 

the paradox of human-political thought—and I’ll try to say it in a sen-
tence. Political thought from the seventeenth century is founded in the 
assumption that the role of the state is to provide security of life and 
property, but in search of making greater numbers of people live safer 
lives for much longer than previously, we have actually made life more 
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uncertain. The pursuit of that safety has produced now a zone, a very 
unsafe zone, for human beings. At the same time, the commitment at 
the level of individual life is built into the goals of all our institutions. 
If my wife has cancer, I have cancer, we go to the hospital. We are all 
committed to extending every individual’s life, and, as I said, because 
modern political thought from its very beginning made the individual 
the focus, the bearer of life and rights and the recipient of welfare, this 
focus on the individual meant that there was an indifference to the total 
number of humans. Irrespective of how many humans there are, we will 
say all of them must have the same rights. So basically there is an indif-
ference to the biosphere built into political thought.

BL: It was the logical way of thinking until the global.
DC: Until the globe ran into the planet.
BL: Because when most of the people were promoting the idea of 

modernization for everybody, everybody abandons it.
DC: That’s the conservative revolution. So, here is the dilemma, then: 

I think it’s very hard now to build a new idea of politics that does not 
start from the same premise of security of life. Because I think we are 
all committed to it.

BL: We want to be protected and defended and secured.
DC: Exactly. And even in Heidegger’s understanding of what heim-

lich, what “home” is, we’ll always find that being at home also has to do 
with feeling safe. But at the same time the problem is that the present 
arrangement of things that we thought would make us safe actually 
makes things unsafe for us. So how do we then bring together political 
thought and the kind of writings that you and Jane Bennett and others, 
the so-called new materialists, have done, this is the task that is open. 
I don’t think we know yet—and this is where I find reading your intro-
duction to the catalog interesting because you’re also leaving it open. 
You’re saying, I can’t define your critical zone for you. It’s for you to 
find out.

BL: You must have an idea what it could mean to be no longer a Lock-
ean human, but an earthbound, or terrestrial human still interested in 
protection by some sort of entity we might not want to call the state. 
We don’t know yet.

DC: What is the actual shape of the human-to-be, we don’t know. 
And we also have to make an assumption that for every broad agree-
ment that human beings come to, there will be so many interpretations 
of that agreement that the agreement will fray as soon as we’ve come 
to it, which is Schmitt’s point about the pluriverse. I cannot produce a 
description of the futures humans will come to inhabit, but I do feel 
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that the socioeconomic-technological arrangements we currently have 
cannot go on indefinitely. Late capitalism has become antipolitical be-
cause it cannot provide protection for everybody, and therefore there 
has to be some kind of recognition of the planetary processes of ESS. 
Now we come back to Gaia, critical zone, and the question of recogniz-
ing these variables.

BL: One way of asking the question again is to ask which one of those 
planetary views carries the possibility of politics. This is, of course, one 
of the questions you have worked with a lot, which is the global had a 
powerful way of attributing a political agency and directions which was 
development—either capitalism or communism—but it was orienting 
nonetheless. We knew what to do politically and what it meant to be in-
dignant and build political platforms and fight for them. The earth, the 
primordial earth we talked about in the beginning very quickly turned 
reactionary because it was not organized as a resistance to capitalism 
but as a sort of dream of getting away from it. So now suddenly the 
global reveals the planetary; there are things that are clearly not politi-
cal. The ESS—which is a planet, it’s just one among many planets, and 
we study them compared to the rest of the cosmos, which means you 
can’t do much politically with it.

DC: But I think the political follows from the planetary because there 
is already a conservative right-wing construction of planetary politics 
around.

BL: Yes, of course. Sorry. I forgot that. It’s not reactionary in the 
earth, the primordial earth, sense. It’s reactionary in the hypermodern-
ist sense, direction, to go on global all the way to the planet.

DC: In a way, this question that you are asking—what would be the 
form of politics–it is not a question being asked in a nowhere space, it 
is actually being asked in a world in which there are powerful people 
with money and powerful institutions. There is, for instance, the Har-
vard physicist David Keith, who has written a book in support of geo-
engineering and who has been given substantial funding from the Gates 
Foundation for the development of the technology that would enable 
us to spread aerosol sulfates in the stratosphere. But as a geologist has 
pointed out, if you spread aerosol sulfates, and you have to keep spread-
ing them for one hundred years to get some breathing space, for those 
hundred years the sky will be permanently white because of scattered 
light!

BL: So, in your definition, this is just the global.
DC: This is Gaia extension.
BL: Which swallows the planetary under the same terms. And it 
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doesn’t give any political agency except towards people. It doesn’t re-
politicize the situation very much.

DC: It doesn’t. But on the other hand, there has to be a struggle. But 
what I am saying is that in many ways, because money/capital is already 
producing a politics of the planet in terms of extending this logic—

BL: Politics in terms of power distribution. But in terms of agent 
having—to be empowered, to do something of their own existence, no.

DC: No. Not at all. Not at all. But I think the negative part of the cur-
rent progressive politics is to fight all of this. There are two interest-
ing things in addition—things we didn’t talk about. Think of the time 
when the news of climate change became news for politicians as dis-
tinct from scientists, for example, in 1988 when NASA climate scientist 
James Hansen testified to the US Senate committee on human-driven 
global warming, and soon after, in the same year, the UN set up the 
IPCC [Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change]. Why did they set 
up IPCC? They set it up following the success of the Montreal Protocol. 
So, what happened is that we assumed—this is not the political part of 
the story—we assumed after the Second World War that the United 
Nations was the proper form—

BL: Right, business as usual.
DC:—for dealing with all global politics, and the United Nations also 

assumed that the calendar for working on global politics is infinite.
BL: So, when you say global you mean global politics absorbing the 

planetary as it arrived at the time?
DC: Yeah, but what I am saying is that the assumption of the UN, 

like for instance with the Israel/Palestine question, is that there is not 
a finite calendar in politics. But when the climate crisis broke, it was a 
clash of two kinds of calendars because the scientists were producing a 
finite calendar, basically saying if you don’t do x by this time, then the 
consequences will be y. Even the 2°C temperature rise figure, as you 
know, was a politically negotiated figure of a finite calendar. The climate 
problem was a problem for which there was actually no governance 
model. The United Nations was not a governance institution meant for 
dealing with global problems. It gave us a governance model for global 
problems. The climate problem was the second planetary problem, the 
first one being the hole in the ozone layer that we dealt with within the 
parameters of UN processes.

BL: So, for you, when did the planetary emerge even inside the 
United Nations’ format as the impossible to solve question? Is it just be-
cause of the inefficiency?

DC: It emerges very gradually, and it shows up very clearly in the 
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Paris Climate Deal of 2015, where the assumption is that even if every-
body met their targets, we would not be able to avoid dangerous cli-
mate change unless we produced technology for drawing down green-
house gases from the air, the technology for which doesn’t yet exist. You 
begin to see that all the nations are trying to act as if they were still on 
the same global calendar. I can bargain for [some] time here, and some 
time there. This actually shows that there is a deep crisis of governance. 
The climate crisis has brought the planet into view, but we don’t have a 
planetary form of governance. Geoengineering and all of these things 
are taking the place of that politics. On the ground there is already an 
argument for not mounting global, but local, heterogeneous, multifari-
ous forms of resistance to actions based on the “good Anthropocene” 
argument.

BL: In the characteristic of your planetary we have to factor in the 
rhythm of history. So, the primordial earth by definition is always the 
same, the same village, church bell, there is no history—of the global we 
know the rhythm: it had to move forward, and we had this expression 
which sounds strange today, “the acceleration of history”—

DC: And you actually bring in Fernand Braudel here—Braudel is fas-
cinating because he has a complete lack of faith in the individual as 
the agent of history. In his book On History, he actually says that the 
individual “is all too often a mere abstraction.”5 There are all these big 
things, but the big things are all very stable. But they are not.

BL: So the acceleration of history is for geology but not for—
DC: Exactly. That is how he seems to have thought. And it did not 

matter for humans. Recently, I was thinking that you could go and read 
all the aphorisms of Wittgenstein in On Certainty as actually his way to 
think about what is it that human beings take for granted. One ques-
tion he asks, if you remember, is this: If you see a building, you ask how 
old is it, but if you see a mountain, you never ask how old the mountain 
is. Why?

BL: That’s strange.
DC: And that’s because the mountain is part of the givenness of the 

world. But today, reading about the glaciers and climate crisis in South 
Asia, you realize that the Himalayas are a young mountain range. Aus-
tralian coal is close to the surface because the mountains are all old 
and eroded. Our “certainties” are now being shaken up by what I call 
the percolation of a geological consciousness into our sense of history. 
That’s the tectonic shift happening in history.

BL: But we have been working a lot on that and the question I am 
trying to ask in addition to it is which one is superseding the others?
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DC: The global and the planet?
BL: Well, clearly the global, if we follow your argument about the 

geoengineering being the global trying to absorb the planetary.
DC: Same for solar energy. Same thing. It’s trying to absorb the plane-

tary into the global.
BL: And then there are other versions which I would call more the 

Gaia line, which is to say we cannot—the planetary has always been 
there, and it is unique. It has a uniqueness to it, so ESS is the same every-
where.

DC: Gaia is ours. It’s unique.
BL: Gaia is singular. We dive into its singularity more and more.
DC: This is very interesting. You are opposing it to astrobiology and 

the search for exoplanets. The assumption in astrobiology is that we are 
not singular. That there will be a series one day. And every Gaia will be 
uniquely bizarre. The planets will be similar, but if there is even life on 
another planet it’s Gaia will be uniquely bizarre.

BL: The argument of Timothy Lenton and Sébastien Dutreuil is that 
looking for life on other planets is one thing, but looking for Gaia is an 
absurdity. It is another way to ask the question about the normativity 
because if we begin to feel that and are interested in the historicity, we 
learn a new historicity which the global didn’t have. This historicity asks 
to give us also some sort of normativity. It’s no longer like what it was 
when we were supposed to be natural because when we were supposed 
to be natural . . .

DC: I accept the description, that is why in discussing Gaia and ESS, 
I actually say ESS is haunted by a poetic intuition, the moment of Gaia. 
Maybe that is the reason why Lenton and you bring Gaia back in. The 
point about its singularity is precisely the point about its poetry.

BL: It’s not nature.
DC: It’s all this poetry. It’s not an object of science that repeats itself. 

In that sense, it is about singularity. The problem is when we as human 
beings learn about it, and there’s no question that there is a sense of the 
miraculous in knowing about it—I mean that this planet has supported, 
for one-eighth of its life, this sudden explosion of life-forms, and there 
is something miraculous about it. I think that’s why it goes back to your 
Facing Gaia lectures. It’s very hard to keep that moment of sensing a 
miracle from some sense of the religious. I make a distinction between 
wonderment and reverence. I found a geologist who says that humans 
have lost a sense of reverence for the planet. The Latin root of reverence 
suggests that it means respect with fear, some kind of a feeling that 
this is much bigger than I am. I have been reading Rudolf Otto on this 
question.
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BL: We are back to a very old idea of nature being terrifying.
DC: When I was growing up in Calcutta—this so-called modern city, 

the British had built it, but it was already 250 years old when I was 
born. In my childhood, I was still scared of wild animals in the city—
foxes, snakes. As I grew up, the foxes went, the snakes went, the weird 
frogs—they all went, and today’s child is not fearful of wild animals. I 
opened Adorno and Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, and the first 
sentence says a major aim of the Enlightenment was to help humans 
overcome fear.6 I became very interested in the question of when did 
political thought incorporate into itself this overcoming of fear. I was 
reading Hobbes’s De cive, which is from 1642, and I realized Hobbes in-
cluded wild animals in the state of nature. For a historian there is, then, 
this one task. I agree that modernity has been about overcoming fears 
of all kinds. We can recall it in a nostalgic way, but as historians we can 
also write the history of how we came to overcome different kinds of 
fear because it didn’t happen all over the world at the same time. I grew 
up in a place where fear was very much still a part of my life. Something 
about that reverence has to be brought back to supplement our very 
Aristotelian sense of wonderment at the miracle of biodiversity.
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May 26, 2020
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