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We live in epoch-making times

“We live in epoch-making times. 
Literally. The changes humans have 
made in recent decades have been on 
such scale that they have altered our 
world beyond anything it has 
experienced in its 4,5 billion-year 
history. Our planet is crossing a 
geological boundary and we humans 
are the change-makers” 

Vince 2014, p. 4



A travelling idea
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Talk in short

The Anthropocene has arrived as a discourse and invited 
grand debates about what it means to live on a planet 
radically transformed by humans

The Anthropocene is an uncomfortable and ambiguous 
proposition that points in many different political directions

1) Eco-catastrophist Anthropocene 

2) Eco-humanist Anthropocene 

3) Eco-socialist Anthropocene 
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1. Eco-catastrophist Anthropocene

We have entered into a new era in planetary 
history when humanity has turned into a major 
geological force 

Through fossil fuel burning and resource 
exploitation industrial modernity is changing the 
dynamics and functioning of earth itself 

The Anthropocene is a dangerous era of 
environmental tipping points and insecurity that 
requires urgent earth system management and 
stewardship 
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Scientific origin

“Considering major and still growing 
impacts of human activities on earth 
and atmosphere… 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”

Crutzen & Stoermer 2000, p. 17
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“A profound transformation of Earth’s 
environment is now apparent, owing not to 
the great forces of nature or to 
extraterrestrial sources but to the numbers 
and activities of people - the phenomenon 
of global change … The magnitude and 
rates of human-driven changes to the 
global environment are in many cases 
unprecedented for at least the last half-
million years“

Steffen et al. 2004, p 2 
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Already in the 
second stage…

“The remarkable explosion of 
the human enterprise from the 
mid-20th century, mark the 
second stage of the 
Anthropocene - the Great 
Acceleration”

Steffen, Crutzen & McNeill
2007, p. 617

8



…or still in the Holocene?

“Since the Industrial  Revolution, a new 
era has arisen, the Anthropocene, in 
which human actions have become the 
main driver of global environmental 
change. This could see human activities 
push the Earth system outside the stable 
environmental state of the Holocene, 
with consequences that are detrimental 
or even catastrophic for large parts of the 
world.”

Rockström et al. 2009, p. 472
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Hothouse Earth at 2 degrees C?

“Hothouse Earth is likely to be 
uncontrollable and dangerous 
to many, and it poses severe 
risks for health, economies, 
political stability (especially for 
the most climate vulnerable), 
and ultimately, the habitability 
of the planet for humans.”  

Steffan et al. 2018
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Earth system management 

“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, requiring intensive 
research efforts (...). 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”

Crutzen and Stoermer 2000, p. 18
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Negative emissions technologies

All pathways that limit global warming to 1.5°C 
project the use of carbon dioxide removal 
techniques (CDR)

CDR measures referred to in the IPCC 1,5 degree C 
report include afforestation and reforestation, land 
restoration and soil carbon sequestration, BECCS, 
direct air carbon capture and storage

CDR can compensate for growing CO2 emissions 
and achieve net negative emissions 

IPCC 2018, SPM 23
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3. Eco-Humanist Anthropocene

The Anthropocene is first and 
foremost a crisis of modernity and 
progressive human self-liberation 
through managerial types of control

The eagerness to manage the 
Anthropocene is bringing us ever 
closer to ruin 

To get on in this looming darkness we 
need to break with modernity’s ‘great 
separation’ and begin the search for a 
more grounded notion of humanity
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Embrace precarity

The Anthropocene is a time of broken 
promises, damaged landscapes and lost 
livelihoods 

An uncertain and risky era when tales 
of progress can no longer tell us how to 
think about collective survival 

We need to mourn what is lost and 
begin to imagine new ways of living 
with non-human others
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Living in the Anthropocene

The challenge of our time is to:  

- Overcome the modern idea that the 
human is outside nature, resituate 
humanity in ecological terms

- Overcome the modern idea that the 
non-human world is devoid of meaning 
and value, and re-situate the non-
human in ethical terms
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Security of care

”The speed and scale of global change in the 
Anthropocene is almost imponderable and 
unimaginable. This demands care rather
than fear or hope. It requires us to shift our
sensibility… and to act in a spirit of empathy: 
to engage in gift-giving and to feel gratitude
in the midst of ongoing, seemingly perpetual, 
social and ecological crisis”

Harrington and Shearing 2017, p. 128, 131
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Planet politics

“Planet politics must emerge as an 
alternative thought and process: a politics 
to nurture worlds for all humans and 
species co-living in the biosphere. The 
planet has long been that space which 
bears the scars of human will. It now 
demands a new kind of responsibility, 
binding environmental justice and social 
justice inextricably together.” 

Burke et al. 2016, p. 500
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2. Eco-socialist Anthropocene

The Anthropocene not first and 
foremost an environmental crisis, but 
a social and political crisis of fossil 
capitalism

Prompts us to consider the strategic 
relations of power and environmental 
injustice that underpin late capitalist 
society…

…and to explore just political 
alternatives
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Capitalocene

“Are we really living in the Anthropocene, with its return to a 
curiously Eurocentric vista of humanity, and its reliance on well-
worn notions of resource and technological determinism? Or are 
we living in the Capitalocene, the historical era shaped by relations 
privileging the endless accumulation of capital?”

Moore 2014, p. 5 
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We are not all in this together

“The world is already feeling the effects of 
climate change in the form of intensified 
storms, fiercer and more frequent 
wildfires, rising sea levels, melting 
glaciers, and punishing heatwaves. These 
effects may visit everyone, but they take a 
disproportional toll on the poor and 
politically weak” 

Wapner, forthcoming
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Make slow violence visible

In our age of ‘turbo capitalism’ the slow and 
uneventful effects of environmental 
degradation (toxic build up, loss of species, 
physical displacement) remain outside our 
flickering attention span

One of the most pressing challenges of our 
age is how to make casualties of slow 
violence – human and environmental -
visible and how to hold those responsible 
accountable for their (in)action

Nixon 2011, p. 8 
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Grassroots mobilisation and protest

”Environmental devastation will not 
be stopped in conference rooms and 
treaty-negotiations: only mass action 
can make a difference … The most
oppressed elements of human society, 
the poor, and indigenous peoples, 
must take full part in the ecosocialist
revolution in order to revitalize
ecologically sustainable traditions and 
give voice to those whom the capitalist 
system cannot hear ” 

Angus 2016, p. 206, 208
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Conclusions

The Anthropocene is an unsettled and travelling idea that 
has triggered the political imagination in recent years

It is wedded into a language of fear and sorrow in view of 
mounting environmental degradation, harm and injustice

The Anthropocene remains an ambiguous and 
uncomfortable proposition that points in many different 
political directions 

It is a concept that contains the dangers of post-natural 
dystopia and the temptation of techno-managerial solutions
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Conclusions cont. 

The Anthropocene also a critical event that invites us to 
explore new forms of environmental connectivity, sensibility 
and political possibility 

These multiple facets of the Anthropocene is one of its 
notable strengths

A scholarly opportunity to enliven our political and moral 
imagination, to confront environmental injustices, to debate 
the futures we want, to re-politicize environmental discourse
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