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I enjoyed reading Paul Raskin’s beautifully written opener and the many thoughtful responses to
it. I will limit myself to sharing two thoughts here.
My starting point is that the “Anthropocene” is not a fact, it is a paradigm. Global warming is a
fact. Accelerating rates of species extinction is a fact. Deforestation is a fact. The Anthropocene
is not a fact, not even amongst geologists where there is substantial opposition to the term’s
adoption. Rather, the Anthropocene is a lens, a way of seeing. As with all lenses, we must ask if it
helps us see and understand the world better, if it reveals more than it conceals.
I can understand the attraction of the term for those in earth system sciences, for example,
where the limitations of adopting a purely physical view of the workings of the earth have
become increasingly apparent in recent decades. The recognition that climate change today
is largely anthropogenic and that there is a need to incorporate an “anthroposphere” (so to
speak) when modeling the cryosphere, atmosphere, or hydrosphere and their interactions,
is undoubtedly important, and perhaps the Anthropocene has been helpful. But here we
are interested in the usefulness of the concept in helping to understand, as Raskin puts it,
“who we are, where we are going, and how we must act.” In this, I am more skeptical that the
Anthropocene paradigm/concept has much to add.
At its most useful, the term is used as shorthand for recognizing the role of humans in the
workings of the earth system and the ecological devastation and planetary overshoot which
are features of the world today, and in urging us to “think together” human activities and the
more-than-human world and understand these as linked systems. But this is not an especially
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novel insight. Further, this observational aspect of the concept (describing the magnitude of
human influence) is typically attached to a range of explanations as to how this situation came
to pass (capitalism, industrialization, agriculture, human nature, some humans but not all, etc.),
and manifold prescriptions (both hubristic and humble) about what should be done. The range of
explanations and prescriptions, even as many are plausible in their own terms, acts to empty the
larger concept of meaning. At best, we are left with an injunction to think together the human and
more-than-human worlds. At worst, we have, in the term, too capacious a conceptual umbrella to
be analytically useful.
My second thought on Raskin’s opener relates to his identification of three options as dead-ends:
“hubristic techno-fix, voluntary simplicity, and ecological Armageddon,” and his call to “transcend
modernity, not re-engineer it, shrink from it, or succumb to it,” as he so elegantly puts it. For me,
voluntary simplicity sits uncomfortably here: I would not dismiss it so quickly (although perhaps the
“voluntary” aspect needs interrogating). Nor would I dismiss degrowth as “wishful thinking,” even as
I am not naïve about the difficulties in making this objective reality.
But the point I wanted to make here concerns the other two dead-end options. The technofix crowd argue that their interventions are necessary to avoid ecological Armageddon. The
Anthropocene concept is sometimes recruited in support of this eco-modernist claim. But what if
technofix and Armageddon are not options but conjoined twins? What if our current trajectory has
us heading towards both hubristic techno-fix and ecological Armageddon, not explicitly nor as a
stated objective of course, but both together in the name of development and modernity? Would
such a troubling path, where “nature is us” as some have put it, be reconcilable with at least some
version of an Anthropocenist view? I suspect, worryingly, that it would be, and that this is where the
rich and powerful in today’s world are taking us. Perhaps there are two options—Technologies of
Hubris + Armageddon on the one hand and ??? on the other?
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