roersnureonsre

speahureosdre

cotitletreotwos
icous
redit
gsats
gulsr

canel
model
rothi
letter
fmsot

A Journal of Literature
Theory and Culture

1
No. 12 [2022]

S

GuEesT EDITORS:
AGNIESZKA SoLTysik MONNET
CHRISTIAN ARNSPERGER

P

WYDAWNICTWO Cc|O E
' UNIWERSYTETU
+ODZKIEGO Member since 2018
JM13713



FounDER AND Past EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
prof. Dorota Filipczak, University of Lodz (1963-2021)

EDITORIAL TEAM

CHIEF EDITORS
dr Agata Handley, University of Lodz
dr hab. Matgorzata Myk, University of Lodz

MANAGING EDITOR
dr Tomasz Fisiak, University of Lodz

AssOCIATE EDITOR
dr Krzysztof Majer, University of Lodz

GUEST EDITORS
prof. Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet, University of Lausanne
prof. Christian Arnsperger, University of Lausanne

Toric EbpItor
dr Malgorzata Hotda, University of Lodz

LANGUAGE EDITOR
Alex Ramon, PhD, British Film Institute

TecHNICAL EDITOR
dr Karolina Golawska-Stachowiak, University of Lodz

TYPESETTING
mgr inz. Maciej Torz, Munda

SociaL MEepia
mgr Piotr Plominski, University of Lodz

ADVISORY BOARD

Laurie Anderson Sathe, St. Catherine University, St. Paul/Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA
Mieke Bal, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Michael Davidson, University of California, San Diego, USA
Tomasz Dobrogoszcz, University of Lodz, Poland

Liam Gearon, University of Oxford, UK

Dorota Golanska, University of Lodz, Poland

Jerzy Jarniewicz, University of Lodz, Poland

Alison Jasper, University of Stirling, UK

Jan Jedrzejewski, University of Ulster, UK

Rod Mengham, University of Cambridge, UK

Stephen Muecke, University of New South Wales, Australia
Rukmini Bhaya Nair, Indian Institute of Technology, Delhi, India
Agnieszka Salska, University of Lodz, Poland

Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet, University of Lausanne, Switzerland
Aritha van Herk, University of Calgary, Alberta, Canada

Andrzej Wicher, University of Lodz, Poland

Cover AND Layout DEsIGN
Agnieszka Jarzebowska

IssUE REVIEWERS
For the list of issue reviewers, see Text Matters website:
https://czasopisma.uni.lodz.pl/textmatters

© Copyright by Lodz University Press

ISSN 2083-2931


https://czasopisma.uni.lodz.pl/textmatters

Contents

THE ECOLOGICAL FUTURE

Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet and Christian Arnsperger
(University of Lausanne)

Introduction

Temporality and Deep Time

Amy Player (University of Lausanne) 35

“Stories of Making and Unmaking”: Deep Time
and the Anthropocene in New Nature Writing

Matgorzata Olsza (Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan)

Comics in the Anthropocene: Graphic Narratives
of Apocalypse, Regeneration and Warning

John Michael Greer 69

Winter’s Tales

Christian Arnsperger and Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet
(University of Lausanne)

“Looking to the Past to Reinvent the Future”: Writing About

the Long Descent, Practicing Green Wizardry
A Conversation with John Michael Greer

Christian Arnsperger (University of Lausanne) 9 7
How Deep Time Can Help Shape the Present: Existential

Economics, ‘Joyful Insignificance” and the Future

of the Ecological Transition



William deBuys

Robustness and Vulnerability:
Caring for the Earth in an Age of Loss

Christian Arnsperger and Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet
(University of Lausanne) 1 2 6

“The Paradise of How It Has to Be”: Writing About
the Future of the Earth in a Time of Decline
A Conversation with William deBuys

Eco-Anxiety and Anthropocene Nostalgia

Philip Hayward (University of Technology Sydney)

Firing up the Anthropocene: Conflagration, Representation
and Temporality in Modern Australia

Dominika Oramus (University of Warsaw) 1 5 7

Prophesying the End of Human Time: Eco-Anxiety
and Regress in J. G. Ballard’s Short Fiction

Alicja Relidzynska (University of Warsaw)

The Nature of Irrevocability: Anthropocene Nostalgia in
Hayley Eichenbaum’s Photography Series The Mother Road

Indigenous Pasts, Presents and Futures

Brygida Gasztold (Koszalin University of Technology) 1 95

Environmental Neocolonialism and the Quest for Social
Justice in Imbolo Mbue’s How Beautiful We Were

Emily Childers (Florida State University) and Hannah
Menendez (Sam Houston State University)

Apocalypse When? Storytelling and Spiralic Time in Cherie
Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves and Louise Erdrich’s Future
Home of the Living God

Erika de Vivo (University of Torino) 2 2 7

Markomeannu#2118, the Future is Already Here:
Imagining a Sami Future at the Intersection of Art
and Activism



Interconnectivity and Animacy

Monika Kocot (University of Lodz) 2 49

“The Only Way Out Is In”: Transcending Modernity
and Embracing Interconnectedness in Gary Snyder
and Kenneth White

Matthew Harrison Tedford (University of California, Santa Cruz) 2 69

Past Conditional Subjectivities: Enacting Relationships
with the Non-Human in the Work of Ana Mendieta

Katarzyna Ostalska (University of Lodz) 2 8 5

“Enlightenment Is a Shared Enterprise”: Tree Ecosystems
and the Legacy of Modernity in Richard Powers’s The Overstory

Courtney A. Druzak (DigiPen Institute of Technology,
Redmond, WA) 304

Apocalypse . . . Eventually: Trans-Corporeality
and Slow Horror in M. R. Carey’s The Girl with All the Gifts

Ecotopia and Eco-Futurism

Elizabeth Watson 32 1

Ecotopia

Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet and Christian Arnsperger
(University of Lausanne) 3 3 5
“Did You See Last Night’'s Episode of Ecotopia?”:

How a TV Series Could Help Move Climate Action Forward
A Conversation with Elizabeth Watson

Katarzyna Wieckowska (Nicolaus Copernicus University, Torun) 345

Appositions: The Future in Solarpunk and Post-Apocalyptic
Fiction

BODY/TEXT/IMAGE

Edyta Lorek-Jezinska (Nicolaus Copernicus University, Torun) 363

Affective Realities and Conceptual Contradictions of Patricia
Piccinini’s Art: Ecofeminist and Disability Studies Perspectives



Audroné Zukauskaité (Lithuanian Culture Research Institute) 380

Sympoiesis, Autopoiesis and Immunity: How to Coexist
with Nonhuman Others?

Andrzej Wicher (University of Lodz) 39 7

Echoes of Rituals of Initiation and Blood Sacrifice
in Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad

Jason Blake (University of Ljubljana) 4 2 0

Narrating Wonder in Mark Anthony Jarman’s Stories

Magdalena Szuster (University of Lodz) 43 5
The Butterfly Effect: Creating and Recreating

the Story of Madame Butterfly, on Paper and on Stage

Joanna Kruczkowska (University of Lodz) 4 5 2

Museum Project: 14 Henrietta St. Museum, Paula Meehan,
Dragana Jurisi¢ and the Irish Housing Crisis

Marta Goszczynska (University of Lodz) 4 70

Monet at a Glance: A Dynamic, Ekphrastic Encounter
in Michéle Roberts’s “On the Beach at Trouville”

Matgorzata Hotda (University of Lodz) 48 7

Nec Tecum Nec Sine Te: The Inseparability of Word
and Image in Virginia Woolf

REVIEWS AND INTERVIEWS

Magdalena Cieslak (University of Lodz) 5 1 1
A Review of Variable Objects: Shakespeare
and Speculative Appropriation,

edited by Valerie M. Fazel and Louise Geddes
(Edinburgh UP, 2021)

“Productivity of Constraint”: Wit Pietrzak in Conversation 5 1 6
with Philip Terry



Text Matters, Number 12, 2022 C|O P|E
https://doi.org/10.18778/2083-2931.12.01

Member since 2018
JM13713

Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet

Christian Arnspergernr
University of Lausanne

Introduction

BACK TO THE STONE AGE?

This volume grew out of a collaboration between a literature scholar and
a social scientist who discovered a rich common ground of concern about
our planetary future and our terrestrial present. The specific topic was
sparked by something that may seem trivial on the surface, but that rests
on a bedrock of cultural assumptions that this volume aims at least in part
to examine and dismantle—namely, the assumptions that generate the
common reaction which greets almost any concrete proposal for changing
today’s society along ecological principles: “You want to take us back to
the Stone Age!” The underlying fear, it seems, is that ecological concerns
will lead to people being asked or forced to “give up” civilization itself, or
at least “modernity.” Thus, environmentalists are frequently described and
dismissed as antimodern, naive, and wanting to go “backward” in time,
like adults wishing to be children once more. To those who react in this
way, it feels as if the very meaning of being “human” is under siege; they
seem to believe that a desolate future of returning to cave dwellings and
blood-thirsty pagan rites is always lurking behind any talk of sustainability
and ecological transition. This volume—starting with this Introduction—
intends to delve into these assumptions, fantasies and fears about so-
called modernity, to contest and demystify them and to show how in
response to the ecological crisis a range of artists, writers, philosophers
and social scientists have been rethinking modernity’s temporality, its
deeply ingrained dualisms and the human/non-human split that lies at
its very heart.

While the initial impetus for the volume came from our perplexity
about the assumption that thinking and acting ecologically necessarily
implied some sort of historical regression or retreat, it is also true that
the entire field of contemporary environmental humanities is shot through
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with questions and issues that are essentially temporal in nature. First of
all, there is the recognition of how quickly the climate is changing, of how
fast the glaciers are melting, of how often record-breaking weather events
are occurring, and of the linear temporality of these “records” themselves.
These issues are all subsumable under the larger question: how much time
do we have left? The temporal issue at stake in this question is that of “the
end of times”—the time left before some catastrophe or collapse—or at
least of the end of the collectively held assumption that time proceeds
progressively “forward” for humankind. More powerfully than ever
before, we are confronted with an uneasy awareness that this linear and
teleological temporality, with its metaphysics of “progress,” is a key aspect
of what is meant by the term “modernity.”

Moreover, the responses to the problems that have emerged from
modernity or, more specifically, from the integrated processes of capitalism,
industrialization and globalization, have also been framed in explicitly
temporal terms. On the one hand, a movement called “accelerationism,”
which advocates an intensification and speeding-up of capitalist growth
and technological change, has emerged in both left-wing and right-wing
variants (Noys; Rosa; Shaviro). On the other hand, an increasing number
of voices have called for a “slowing down” of everything from thought to
food (Berg and Seeber; Gayeton; Waters). In addition to the issue of speed,
the temporal question at the heart of ecological thought and activism is
that of the future: what kind of future can we expect, given that we have
so much trouble imagining anything different from how we live now? And
yet it has become increasingly clear that the way we live now has no viable
future. The planet cannot materially sustain the present pace of trade,
growth and resource extraction, and it is only a matter of time before
something unprecedented occurs, coming either from the side of the
planet—in the form of tipping-point events, unleashing totally unheard-
of climate phenomena and causing great harm and suffering for human as
well as non-human populations—or from the side of global capitalism and
nation-states around the world as they collapse and crumble. At present,
the first scenario appears far more likely than the second.

The science is clear: we are living in a moment of unprecedented
environmental upheaval. Let us simply look at the facts for a moment
(see e.g., Ahmed; Rockstrom and Gaffney). The climate is not merely
“changing”; it is warming to temperatures which have already ended the
relatively stable and temperate Holocene epoch of the last eleven thousand
years, and which threaten to trigger irreversible changes that will create
conditions much less hospitable for sentient life. At the same time, in the
name of an opulent minority of consumers and capitalists, essential forests
are being cut down, oceans are being acidified and overfished, ecosystems
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are being irreversibly destroyed and mountains of non-biodegradable trash
are piling up while most of the pollution gets exported to poor regions and
countries. Ninety-seven percent of mammal biomass on the Earth is now
composed of humans and their agricultural and domestic animals. Wild
animals, birds and insects are going extinct at a rate not seen since the
asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs. We are watching as glaciers melt
at an unprecedented speed, and as extreme weather events such as fires,
floods, hurricanes and droughts occur more and more frequently—and the
recent COVID-19 pandemic is probably just the beginning of a new era
of epidemics and disease as viruses proliferate throughout the industrial
farming industry and bacteria grow resistant to antibiotics.

Another facet of the current situation is that socially and economically,
even wealthy Westerners can no longer assume that life will be better or
easier for future generations, including today’s children, but are instead
faced with the threat of a gradual decline, or worse, a rapid collapse. Not
only have the promises of technology and free-market capitalism not
delivered the leisured and prosperous science-fiction future promised to
the post-war generations, but the standard of living of the present will
almost certainly continue to erode in future decades. In the United States,
this decline has already been happening since the 1970s, but Europe and
the rest of the world are more than likely to follow suit as the global
economy increasingly feels the limits of a finite planet and as protracted
secular stagnation due to creeping resource shortages replaces a short-lived
splurge of economic growth made possible by cheap and abundant fossil
fuels (Ahmed 25-30; Hall and Klitgaard 459-73). None of this means that
humanity is forced to slide back into the Stone Age. It does mean, however,
that designing ways of living well with (much) less energy and less material
wealth is going to become the new name of the game.

WHAT MODERNITY MEANS

Thus, the current situation requires recognizing that the myth of progress
on which modernity was predicated is unraveling. This fact has not entirely
sunk in on the level of the political class or the general public, but it has
arguably entered our collective imagination through the proliferation of
catastrophe stories in popular culture. Some of these stories are explicitly
ecological and meant as warnings, some are simply disaster narratives, others
are horror stories of zombies or contagion—but images and scenarios of
destroyed capitals, empty cities and apocalypse of various degrees and
kinds permeate our cinema and literature alike. This is not surprising, since
progress and apocalypse are two names for the same linear narrative that
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underwrites modernity (Greer, Apocalypse), and as one wanes the other
surges forward to take its place.

Modernity, however, can be defined in several different ways and
refers to a number of different phenomena, giving birth to a shifting
family of meanings. According to one definition, “[m]odernity refers to
a condition of social existence that is radically different to all past forms
of human experience . . . Modernization refers to the transitional process
of moving from ‘traditional’ or ‘primitive’ communities to modern
societies” (Shilliam). In this quite standard characterization, modernity is
literally defined by its difference from “traditional”—meaning: earlier—
societies, as well as “primitive” ones, which is a rightfully outdated term
that generally designated “native” or “indigenous.” In other words, this
definition of modernity, which comes from International Relations Theory
but represents a widely held understanding, self-referentially posits the
modern as the temporal successor (but also as the cultural opposite) of the
premodern or indigenous. Thus, as we will see in this volume, the peoples
and worldviews that have come to be labelled “indigenous” were invented as
such at the moment when “modernity” was also invented, as a logical binary
that mutually constitutes both sides of one single ideological tautology.
Without the notion of “modernity,” so-called Indigenous humans are
simply humans.! If modernity requires the idea of Indigeneity in order to
make sense of itself, like most binaries that structure the Western world,
this is nevertheless not an innocuous dichotomy—it is instead a ruthless
hierarchy, as can be seen by looking at the historical meaning of modernity.

The “modern” historical epoch can be dated in a number of ways
but usually begins after the Middle Ages, with the so-called Age of
Discovery, from the 1400s to the 1600s. This moment, called the Early
Modern Period, is a period of exploration and expansion of intellectual
and geographical borders, of the Renaissance and rediscovery of Antiquity
in Europe but also, crucially, of colonization, enslavement and genocide
in the name of Christendom in the so-called New World. This is regarded
by world-system historians (see Wallerstein) as the beginning of the
“modern world-system,” characterized by the development of capitalism
and industrialization, but it cannot be separated conceptually from the
wars of empire and the wholesale transformation of entire populations
into mere factory fodder kept on the brink of survival.

' In using the term “Indigenous” throughout this volume, we are following the

example of Cherokee scholar Daniel Heath Justice in Why Indigenous Literatures Matter,
who uses it to refer to kinship-based tribal-nation peoples across the North American
continent. We use it to refer to people who identify as such around the globe (6-9).
Following his lead, we capitalize this term to affirm the distinctive political status of
peoplehood that the proper noun implies (6).
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A more specific sense of the idea of “modernity” conflates it with the
eighteenth-century debates about science, philosophy and politics that we
generally subsume under the idea of the Enlightenment. This makes the
concept of modernity even more malleable because it includes the internal
and external critiques of the Western model and of its abuses as they had
developed by the eighteenth century—and so the modern Enlightenment
includes radicalism, reformism, democracy and human rights. The darker
side of such ideas, however, is that—as argued by David Graeber and
David Wengrow in The Dawn of Everything, drawing on the research of
Native American scholar Glenn Aparicio Parry and other sources (see
Parry)—their origins in the thought of Indigenous intellectuals who
criticized European society was almost completely covered up for three
centuries. So even modernity’s progressive streaks are marred, at least
when it comes to the acknowledgement of their genesis, by the ills of
colonialism and racism.

Despite these different emphases, most critics and scholars of
modernity can be seen as referring to a shared set of principles and
assumptions, including the Cartesian split between mind and body, which
arguably extends the earlier Christian split between spirit and matter,
combined with a division of the world into humans and non-humans, the
former designating the realm of Culture and the latter becoming cordoned
off as Nature (with animals being seen as mere insentient machines). As we
observed earlier about the “modern/ pre-modern” binary, this one is not
an equitable pairing of opposites either, but a hierarchy in which Culture
is destined to dominate and control Nature for its own ends. Without the
notion of the “human,” non-human animals are simply living beings, fellow
Earth-dwellers. Seen from this angle, the modern project is one of mastery
and manipulation of a soulless, mindless and passive “natural” world. This
also happens to be what Max Weber would call the disenchantment of the
world—a process by which humanity comes to occupy a universe that it
has stripped of mystery, of the divine and of the kind of agency and co-
presence that was long associated with the term “animism.” In modernity,
the only relationship humans can have to the Farth and to the land they
live on is one of possession, control, extraction and, at best, management
or the gendered notion of “husbandry.” This attitude, characterized by
commodification and by a conceptual transformation of living systems into
dead matter, is widely regarded as the basis of the exploitative, extractive
and de-realized relationship that Western and Westernized humans have
with the planet right now. And it is one of the underlying reasons that
many thinkers in both science and the humanities have come to call the last
century and a half the “Anthropocene”—the “age of the human,” which
should more aptly be termed the “age of the exploitative and extractive

11
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portion of mostly masculine humanity.” Indeed, this age has also been
linked to the genocidal and racist expropriation of Indigenous bodies and
lands in the service of global capitalism. As Jamaican scholar of decolonial
thought Jason Allen-Paisant observes succinctly in his essay on African
indigeneity, “the turning of nature into an object has gone hand in hand
with turning certain humans into objects” (43).

MODERNITY’S TEMPORALITY

We will return below to the term “Indigenous” and the complex debates
surrounding it, but we want to dwell for a moment on the most important
feature of modernity, at least for our purposes: its temporality. As we saw
from the earlier definition, the notion of time that underwrites modernity,
as that which breaks “radically” from the traditional and the primitive,
assumes that time is linear and that the “modern” is more “advanced”
than the “traditional.” The latter acquires in this dyad a distinctly negative
meaning, which is especially perceptible in the ideologically fraught term
“primitive.” Linear time moving “forward” in a line is a key aspect of
modernity, and one that has an important pre-modern origin—namely
in the Judeo-Christian tradition, actually dating back to Zoroastroism
(Greer, Apocalypse). The idea of moving “forward” is essential and linked
to the belief, especially strong since the nineteenth century, that human
societies are constantly progressing. According to independent scholar
John Michael Greer, to professor of conservation biology Tom Wessels,
and to other thinkers, the idea of progress is nothing less than the central
myth or civil religion of the modern era (Wessels 5; Greer, After Progress
20). The assumption that our societies, our economies and our cultures are
constantly getting better is so deeply ingrained that it is difficult for many
of us to see through its truly ideological or faith-based nature. Built into
the very definition of modernity, the belief in progress requires that the
past be regarded as “primitive” and “backward” or, in Greer’s words, as “an
abyss of misery and squalor” (After Progress 28) while history continues its
unstoppable movement towards better things (29).

Moreover, as Greer points out, “progress” refers to any one of several
interwoven things: moral progress (societies getting “better,” more
democratic, etc.), scientific progress (usually equated with technological
“improvement” and “innovation”) and economic progress (tantamount to
material growth) (After Progress 39—43). Although momentarily shaken, at
least for some of us Westerners, by world events such as the First World
War and the dropping of the atom bomb in 1945, the faith in the religion
of Progress has generally continued to underwrite contemporary Western
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culture and development. In order for us to begin to appreciate the power
of this model in our thinking, Greer reminds us of other cultures in which
the dominant model of time was quite different. For example, in the
influential Greek poet Hesiod’s vision of the world as depicted in his two
major poems, Theogony and Works and Days, the present moment, called
the Iron Age, was a pale shadow of an earlier Golden Age, which had
been followed by a Silver Age and an Age of Heroes, immediately prior
to Hesiod’s time. In other words, the arc of history was not at all that of
an advancement but that of a “long and bitter descent” (After Progress 51).

Another example to drive home the fact that faith in progress is
not some natural emanation or deep grammar of the human psyche but
a historically and culturally specific mythology, Greer cites the Dreamtime
of the Australian aboriginal culture. Similar to the cosmologies of many
other tribal societies around the world, the Dreamtime assumes that
everything has already happened long ago and is happening “right now
in parallel to ordinary time” (After Progress 53). There have been recent
debates about the accuracy of the understanding of the Dreamtime by
anthropologists, as there has come to be more self-awareness about the
reflexive ethnocentricity of anthropology itself, but the larger, undeniable
point is that many Indigenous creation myths and spiritualities do not
share a linear paradigm but rather more cyclical, integrated or “complex”
notions of time, the term Tom Wessel borrows from complex systems
science (21).

In their book The Ends of the World, philosopher Déborah Danowski
and anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro explain that Amerindian
cosmologies are often the exact reverse of the modern timeline insofar
as they place the human moment not at the end of time, not as the most
recent epoch, but rather at the beginning of time, as “empirically anterior
in relation to the world” (63). According to these origin stories, the world
begins with a “primordial humanity,” either created by a demiurge or
simply presupposed, and these primordial humans are not fully human in
our sense; they are “endowed with the same mental faculties” as humans
but also a “great anatomical plasticity” (63-64). From this initial common
humanity all the current biological, geographical, meteorological and
celestial bodies were later made through a process of diversification, while
historical humankind remained essentially the same (64). The result is
that there is a substratum of vestigial humanity in all living and (from
the “modern” perspective) non-living beings. A similar cosmology exists
for the Kaluli in Papua New Guinea, for whom there once existed a time
where the entire surface of the earth was covered only with “people,”
who later were converted into the various species of animals, rivers and
another natural phenomena, leaving a part to become the ancestors of

13
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human beings (64). In short, for many Indigenous peoples, other animals
and natural elements of the landscape may be regarded as multiplicities of
“people” or “societies,” or as Danowski and Viveiros de Castro argue, as
“political entities”—a notion that was developed by Bruno Latour in Facing
Gaia. Thus, to return to the issue of temporality, for many Indigenous
peoples time is anything but linear, teleological and progressive (68, 76).

Western temporality, however, is not just an infinitely forward-moving
progression. As we mentioned earlier, alongside the idea of progress another
teleological structure is frequently shadowing it: a goal and an endpoint,
often figured as an apocalypse followed by the rebirth of a paradise, at
its heart echoing the Biblical model which describes the post-apocalyptic
world as Edenic. Thus, Progress and Apocalypse are two aspects of the
same modern model of linear time; they are two deeply mythical topo:
that permeate Western culture. If, under capitalism, the myth of Progress
seems to promise a paradise without an apocalypse, Bruno Latour argues
that this is because for moderns, the apocalypse has in some psychological
and ideological sense already occurred and we are already living in a Garden
of Eden, or so we have been led to believe. The apocalypse was the end
of the traditional, pre-modern life, of the world of “before,” and this is
one reason why anything that seems like a “return” to the past is felt to
be a fall from grace or an inconceivable loss (Latour 184-219). Latour’s
provocative remarks resonate uncomfortably with another critique of
the apocalypse paradigm, this time coming from Indigenous scholars
and critics, who point out that their world has already ended, that their
apocalypse has indeed already happened, has been happening in some cases
for six hundred years, and yet that they are still here.

APOCALYPSE, DEEP TIME AND
THE ANTHROPOCENE

Nevertheless, despite these qualifications, the apocalypse “meme,” as Greer
callsit, stillhas much traction and tenacity among contemporary Westerners,
especially but not only among environmentalists. Among the latter, it is not
hard to understand why. This is partly due to the huge and powerful impact
that catastrophism initially had as an environmental rhetorical device.
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, published in 1962, was basically an apocalypse
story, and as such it led to the contemporary ecological movement and
to the various regulations and protections that were put in place in the
1970s. In 1995, Lawrence Buell would call it “the single most powerful
master metaphor that the contemporary environmental imagination has at
its disposal” (285). It has since become subject to the law of diminishing
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returns, however, and even counterproductive as reactions of helplessness
and paralysis become more and more frequent and as eco-anxiety takes
hold. Apocalyptic scenarios dominate popular culture—7he Walking Dead,
Don’t Look Up, Melancholia, and other examples—as well as literature and
other arts, and yet action to change systems and lives has not happened on
the scale that would be necessary. According to psychologist Paul Slovic
and others (see e.g., Dupuy; Marshall; Stoknes), catastrophic scenarios
simply don’t mobilize people to act on climate change knowledge. In
fact, apocalyptic scenarios can seem like an attractive alternative to change,
offering a chance to start over with a clean slate (Landon 8). Conducive to
denial and comfortable with its mechanisms, apocalyptic scenarios invite
each reader or viewer to imagine that they will not be one of the millions
to perish, but one of the handful to survive and to start afresh, as at the end
of the film The Day After Tomorrow.

If apocalyptic narratives are ubiquitous now, they emerged with
particular force at the beginning of the nineteenth century and took hold
of the popular imagination at exactly the same moment when Deep Time
was gaining ground—which also corresponds more or less exactly to the
timespan described by the term “Anthropocene.” The concept of Deep
Time, introduced by Scottish geologist James Hutton in the late eighteenth
century, was initially rejected and took several decades to gain acceptance.
As the story goes, Europeans up to then had been used to thinking of the
Earth as roughly six thousand years old and were not inclined to embrace
Hutton’s model, which cast the planet’s age into the millions of years,
dwarfing the human era and thereby deflating humanity’s self-importance.
Yet, discoveries of dinosaur skeletons in the early nineteenth century
corroborated his work and by the mid-nineteenth century, the Deep
Time concept of seeing human civilization as just a short fragment of an
immensely longer geological story was accepted as part of the scientific
worldview.

This paradigm change reverberated throughout the cultures of the
West. Thomas Cole’s The Course of Empires (1833-36), a series of five
paintings depicting “The Savage State,” “The Arcadian or Pastoral State,”
“The Consummation of Empire,” “Destruction” and finally “Desolation,”
merged the popular tendency to think in terms of progressive epochs or
stages (used notably by Adam Smith, and later by Hegel and Marx) with
anew awareness of the fragility of civilizations and the possibility of decline
and disappearance, often portrayed as cataclysmic rather than gradual.
In British literature, the first post-apocalyptic novel, The Last Man, was
written by Mary Shelley in 1826. In the United States, Edgar Allan Poe
published “Conversation of Eiros and Charmion” in 1839, telling the story
of a comet that approaches and then destroys Earth.
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While the concept of Deep Time was initially met with hostility
because of its profoundly unsettling implications for anthropocentrism,
today it continues to speak to our mortality, fragility and ephemerality. It
is frequently evoked by nature writers and environmentalists as a reminder
of our relatively insignificant place in the course of planetary history
(Talenti; Macfarlane), in the spirit of calling us back to a humbler and more
respectful attitude, as many of the essays and literary excerpts in this volume
suggest. The word “Anthropocene” can be regarded as part of this project,
L.e., as a warning that we are impacting geological time categories that are
far beyond our scope and ability to control once we have disrupted them.
Yet, paradoxically, the term “Anthropocene” can strike one as precisely
the opposite of humble. It attributes agency to humanity over geological
time, a “telluric power” as it is often described, evoking godlike abilities.
Not surprisingly, some recent commentators have suggested embracing
the Anthropocene as an opportumty to “manage” the planet for our own
ends, calling for geo- engineering and other technological “fixes” to the
unfolding ecological crisis (see, most notably, Lynas).

The term “Anthropocene” raises other critical questions as well.
Critics have observed that it unfairly attributes blame for global warming
to humanity as a species when, in actuality, it is a small number of nations
and an even smaller number of industries and corporations that are mainly
responsible for the rising temperatures and the collapse of ecosystems.
The terms “capitalocene” and even “oligarchocene” have been suggested
(Bonneuil and Fressoz; Moore; Campagne), though they have not quite
caught on for now. Perhaps the implied sense of a collective destiny that the
word “Anthropocene” evokes resonates better than the more accurate and
politically incisive variations. As Dipesh Chakrabarty suggests at the end of
his highly influential essay “The Climate of History,” the term effectively
invokes a “universal that arises from a shared sense of catastrophe” (222).

Whatever the reason for its traction, the term has spread through
academic and popular discourse like wildfire. It has also crystallized
concerns about the future of the planet into new psychological phenomena
such as “Anthropocene anxiety” and “ecological anxiety disorder” (Grose;
Ray; Kennedy-Woodard and Kennedy-Williams). From psychotherapists
to cultural analysists in various disciplines, it has been noted that there
is a wide range of emotions activated by the Anthropocene and its
implications for the future (Albrecht; Sepkoski). These emotions include
but are not limited to depression, grief, denial, fear and anger. Many of
them are quite paralyzing, especially the fatalism that can come from
a sense of inevitable catastrophe and planetary destruction; some of them
can flirt with apathy or cynicism; and finally, environmental activists and
scholars often wrestle with the specter of despair. Other emotions are
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more subtle, such as the “Anthropocene nostalgia” discussed by one of the
contributors to this volume, which is a form of looking backward that is
paradoxical, demythologizing and oddly critical, aware that the past that
is ambivalently longed for was neither simple nor particularly good. Many
of the articles in this volume can be seen as dealing with the psychology
and affect of the Anthropocene, because many are about how literature,
film, graphic novels, poetry or visual art seek to engage with people’s
emotional, intellectual and aesthetic responses to the ecological crisis and
its possible future outcomes.

INTERCONNECTIVITY, INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE
AND THE ECOLOGICAL FUTURE

This brings us to the heart of the matter, as our volume’s title—“The
Ecological Future”—insists. What to do and how to do it? This is
not mainly a question of “solutions” (which eco-modernists and
Big Tech are all too eager to supply for a hefty fee), but rather one of
course corrections, reorientations, and possible paths towards a true
equilibrium—a stabilization of ecosystems and societies, a more just
and joyful world based on realistic assessments of planetary limits and
health, on an ethics of care for the Earth rather than possession of land
and resources, and on a more intelligent and compassionate approach to
maintaining life on Earth. If we think through the implications of the
issues raised in this Introduction thus far, one of the conclusions is that
art and literature will have a crucial role to play in the necessary and urgent
task before us: changing mindsets and perspectives. We need to be able
to think and act based on a more complete picture of the world and the
dangers it is facing: not just more data and more facts, but also a way of
understanding the data without the blinkers and blind spots of dualistic
thinking and anthropocentrism, without the myth of progress, without
the twin seductions of apocalypse and paradise, and without the categorical
separation of the human and the non-human, of Culture versus Nature,
that has driven our relentless destruction of ecosystems in the name of
growth, prosperity and development.

If there is one theme that runs through all the essays in this volume,
it is the importance of recognizing the interdependence of humanity,
animals, the biosphere and the various Earth processes that support life on
this planet. If there is any one term that could serve as the byword for an
“ecological future,” it would be interconnectivity. Just as interconnectivity
assumes subtle and complex interrelations between systems and things
that on the surface may seem distinct and autonomous, there are various
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paths to this more complete vision of the world and its beings. For some,
the path can be bio-geoscience itself (Capra and Luisi), or some of the
more specific recent research that has, for instance, revealed the symbiotic
relationship between trees (Simard; Wohlleben) or the vast underground
mycelium networks which permit the former to communicate among each
other (Stamets; Sheldrake). For others, the path leads through spiritual
traditions and practices such as Buddhism for instance, from which (as
discussed by one contribution to this volume) a popular metaphor has
emerged: Indra’s net of jewels, a vast network that stretches infinitely in
every direction, with a perfect jewel in every “eye” of the network that
reflects all the other jewels. This is taken as a powerful trope for the idea
of interbeing and mutual inter-causality across the entire biosphere. For
still others, a recognition of the interconnectivity emerges from a revived
spiritual engagement with the material world, through current as diverse
as posthuman ontology and ecology (Braidotti and Bignall), neopaganism
(Hopman and Bond; Hutton), plant-based spiritual practices (Narby
and Chanchari Pizuri; Pollan), or a renewed interest in animism (Astor-
Aguilera and Harvey; Durrant and Dickinson; Harvey).

This brings us back to the issue we started with above, when we began
to define modernity. Modernity, as we saw, has produced Indigeneity as
its “Other” but nevertheless needs it in order for the word “modern” to
even have any meaning at all. Under the aegis of this highly problematic
abstraction, many different tribes, cultures and individuals having varying
degrees of connection to traditional lifeways (from full immersion to none
at all) have been regrouped into a single category. According to the United
Nations, there are around 476 million “Indigenous” people in 90 countries
around the globe, making up about 6.2 percent of the global population.?

Indigenous peoples have been the first and most impacted by the
Anthropocene, and they have been so for centuries (Allen-Paisant 33).
Not only has settler colonialism unfolded at the cost of Indigenous lands,
sovereignty and lives, but Indigenous people continue to be the most
vulnerable to extractive practices today. Although representing only 6
percent of the world’s population, Indigenous communities are involved
in “40% of all environmental conflicts globally” (Martinez-Alier and
Meynen). In the twentieth century, this included uranium mining (Voyles)
and, later, deposits of radioactive waste, as well as logging, water pollution
and appropriation of Native waterways, pipelines laid across sacred Native
lands, drilling and, most recently, fracking (Fixico; Klubock; Todrys). As
a result of rising oceans and climate change, islands where Native people
dwell have been sinking and disappearing—which is a harbinger of rising

2 See https://www.un.org/en/observances/indigenous-day
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coastal waters that will drive many other coastland populations inland in
the future, except that these islanders literally have nowhere else to go.

Indigenous activists have thus been instrumental in calling for a stop to
environmentally harmful practices and have spearheaded protests, lawsuits
and actions to protect their lands. In 1990, the Indigenous Environmental
Network was founded by “grassroots Indigenous peoples and individuals to
address environmental and economic justice issues.” Moreover, researchers
and policy makers around the world are turning to what has come to be
called Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK; see e.g., Menzies) for
managing and restoring damaged ecosystems. The Skolt Sami people of
Finland, for example, participated in a study in which their traditional
knowledge of salmon fishing was used in a co-management project with
the Finnish government to restore spawning sites and reverse the decline of
salmon populations.* Similarly, ancient Aboriginal practices of land clearing
through fire in Australia have shown to stimulate greater biodiversity in
regrowth and more sustainable ecosystems, and as one contributor argues
in this volume, it is not “too late” to revive these traditional burning
techniques to better care for the land. These are only two of many examples
of traditional land management and sustainable stewardship of the plants
and animals in ecosystems under Indigenous care.

Also in 1990, a non-profit organization called Bioneers was founded
by Kenny Ausubel and Nina Simons to disseminate nature-based solutions
for “restoring imperiled ecosystems and healing our human communities”
(Nelson xvii). Drawing on “human ingenuity wedded to the wisdom of
the wild,” Bioneers emphasizes the interconnectivity of natural and human
communities and looks to TEK to face the unprecedented “global ecological
collapse” (xxii). Native American sociologist Jack Forbes puts it like this:
“The life of Native American peoples revolves around the concept of the
sacredness, beauty, power and relatedness of all forms of existence” (qtd.
in Pinchbeck 21). Interconnectivity is thus a crucial aspect of Indigenous
cosmology and thought, and one that is increasingly making its way into
mainstream science (Cajete; Peat). As Tewa Pueblo educator Greg Cajete
observes (Nelson 253-56), education for the future needs to draw on
scientific as well as traditional knowledge, “re-indigenizing perspectives in
mainstream thinking” while respecting the unique knowledge of specific
tribes. A truly enlightened science would thus be able to draw on insights
of both what Cajete calls “the rational mind” and “the metaphorical mind”
(Nelson 5-6).

3 See https://www.ienearth.org/about/

* The study was published in Nature in 2017. See https://e360.yale.edu/features/
native-knowledge-what-ecologists-are-learning-from-indigenous-people
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Cajete’s synthesis can also recall the “mestizaje,” or bridging of different
identities and cosmologies, that Gloria Anzaldaa calls for (and performs) in
her influential 1987 manifesto, Borderlands/La Frontera, where ecofeminism,
queer theory and Chicana indigeneity meet and forge a new border
consciousness. If interconnectivity and a respect for the interdependence
of human and non-human creatures characterizes the cosmologies and
worldviews of many Indigenous peoples, these aspects have also been
important for feminism and especially for the queer and decolonial feminism
of figures like Anzaldta. Her work emphasizes embodiment and spirituality
in ways that deliberately and defiantly refuse the dualisms and alienations
of modernity, inviting readers to see how the political and the spiritual
are connected in an engaged decolonial practice. They are connected not
only to each other, but also to a specific land and place, making spirituality
a question of what Christina Holmes calls “body/landscape/spirit relations,
offering a comprehensive effort to shift subjectivity from the secularized
and individuating practices that are produced by dominant discourses” (19).

ENLIGHTENMENT AND “RE-INDIGENIZATION”

An ecological future requires dismantling and rethinking modernity as we
know it. We need to break the spell of the magical thinking that the concept
of modernity has cast on the West and on much of the “developing” world
as well (see e.g., Kothari et al.). The magical thinking we are referring to
is the neoliberal trinity of blind faith in inevitable progress, unbounded
economic growth and self-regulating free markets. None of these beliefs
are fact-based. When Mahatma Gandhi was asked what he thought of
Western civilization, he famously quipped: “It would be a good idea.”
Wouldn’t a true “Enlightenment”—based on an honest appraisal of the
information we have about the Earth and its systems, as well as an ability
to think with a “re-indigenized” intelligence that connects us to ourselves
as minds, bodies and spirits in a living world full of other beings to whom
we feel directly and intimately related and whom we also recognize as
having minds, bodies and spirits (see e.g., Van Horn et al.)—also be a good
idea? This enlightenment would also be a “re-indigenization” in another
sense: as David Graeber and David Wengrow have reminded us recently,
drawing on a wealth of scholarship by Native American researchers, many
of the values we associate with the Enlightenment, such as equality and
radical democracy, were already the contributions of Indigenous thinkers
in the eighteenth century (27-77).

In short, perhaps the Enlightenment baby does not need to be thrown
out with the bathwater of Modernity. Many of its ideals and institutions,
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such as the Human Rights Council, the UN Declaration on Indigenous
People of 2007 or the UN War Crimes Tribunal, are valuable even if flawed.
The United Nations has often been criticized for being Eurocentric and
overly Western in its self-proclaimed universalism, and there is clearly
truth to these critiques. Yet, there are real dangers in abandoning any
shared human values and retreating into an absolute cultural relativism that
allows any state or nation to impose anything it wishes on its people. We
are watching some of these dangers play out in real time as we write this
Introduction. Vladimir Putin’s army has invaded Ukraine and ideologues
in Russia have been defending his actions for years by saying that Russia has
its own “special Russian truth that you need to accept,” which they claim
is not the human-rights-and-democracy truth of the West (Gatehouse). If
this sounds vaguely familiar, it is because in the United States the Trump
administration was making similar post-truth assertions between 2016 and
2020, claiming its right to “alternative facts” that finally led to a concerted
coup attempt to impose its “alternative results” on the presidential election.
Thus, we need to be careful to not discard human rights as we rethink
the category of the human, and instead to expand the idea of “rights”—
acknowledging very clearly its original cultural baggage and Eurocentric
limitations but maintaining the aspiration to respect the dignity and
integrity of all living creatures and of the precious ecosystems that sustain
us all—of all terrestrial beings, as Bruno Latour calls all of us in Facing
Gaia. We also need not throw out the science baby with the bathwater
of scientism—the cult of technological progress and the assumption that
science alone can provide all the answers to the environmental crisis—that
has in large part led us to today’s situation. Post-science is overwhelmingly
anti-science, and we need all the hard-nosed science we can get when it
comes to climate disruptions, biodiversity losses and emerging pandemics.

If we want to break the spell of modernity and at long last enter into
a true present, we will need to give up our most cherished faith: the twin
civil religion of Progress and Apocalypse. As we reach peak oil and break
many of the planetary boundaries, we will not have the better future we
expected—“not the future we ordered” (to borrow the title of Greer, Not
the Future We Ordered). We will also not garner the illusory cleansing reset
of a swift and apocalyptic collapse that would “regenerate” our dying
civilization. One of the blind spots of moderns, according to Latour, is
that they feel they have nothing to learn from the past. If we actually
looked to the past, as painters and writers in the early nineteenth century
began to do, we would see that entire civilizations have already come and
gone, almost always in messy, bloody and agonizing ways. If we were
not so mesmerized by the seductive myth of our unique and irreversible
greatness, we could better prepare for the long descent that is most likely
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awaiting us. If we could only perceive and prepare for it with some of that
special human intelligence and ingenuity of which we are so proud, we
might make that transition into the de-industrialized future gentler for
ourselves and our children.

Danowski and Viveiros de Castro conclude their book The Ends of
the World by suggesting that the way forward may very well be to look
into the present heritage of long-standing cultures and traditions, in
order to genuinely prefigure the ecological future. They propose that
the Amerindian collectives they study, like many other Indigenous
collectives, with their mastery of “technoprimitivist bricolage and politico-
metaphysical metamorphosis,” are not figures of the past (as they have
almost invariably been seen by modernity) but rather figurations of the
future (123). Or, as John Michael Greer suggests in his essay After Progress
and his novel Retrotopia (echoing the arguments of the “appropriate
technology” movement), we might do well to revisit ways of organizing
life that draw on the perfectly good technologies and practices that we
have discarded not so long ago. And, as Ernest Callenbach showed already
back in the 1970s in his novel Ecotopia (his meticulously researched
blueprint for a sustainable society), we currently already have a lot of the
tools, technologies and knowledge that we would need to organize human
life more ecologically and to survive in the now irreversible Anthropocene.
What we need to help us use these tools and ideas with ingenuity, creativity
and compassion are new narratives about our place on the planet and about
the future.

OVERVIEW OF THE VOLUME

This volume hopes to contribute to this broad and ambitious project by
offering up twenty contributions—mostly in the form of academic essays,
along with a handful of literary excerpts and scholarly conversations with
authors—grouped under five headings that directly reflect the ideas and
concerns we have set out in this Introduction: “Temporality and Deep
Time,” “Eco-Anxiety and Anthropocene Nostalgia,” “Indigenous Pasts,
Presents and Futures,” “Interconnectivity and Animacy” and “Ecotopia
and Eco-Futurism.”

The first section is meant not to go back in time so much as to bring
a wider and deeper timescale into focus, using a larger conceptual lens,
as it were, before later sections explore issues of concern to the present
and future. In “Stories of Making and Unmaking’: Deep Time and the
Anthropocene in New Nature Writing,” Amy Player examines the way
authors such as Robert Macfarlane and Kathleen Jamie engage with
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geological timescales to invite readers to reimagine their relationship to the
“more-than-human world” in the Anthropocene. Moving from literature
to the interplay of word and image, Malgorzata Olsza’s “Comics in the
Anthropocene: Graphic Narratives of the Apocalypse, Regeneration and
Warning” examines three contemporary graphic novels which attempt, in
different ways, to deconstruct the modern master narrative of progress
and to imagine alternative temporalities in relation to ecological crisis and
reconciliation.

Also a direct challenge to the modern presumption of inevitable
progress, the next piece, John Michael Greer’s “Winter’s Tales,” is a fictional
narrative—structured around three moments in the near to mid-distant
future (the years 2050, 2100 and 2150), on the day we currently know as
Christmas—of the slow descent from a recently de-industrialized society
to a “salvage” economy where no one even remembers affluence. In the
conversation that immediately follows, “‘Looking to the Past to Reinvent
the Future’: Writing About the Long Descent, Practicing Green Wizardry,”
we invite Greer, an independent scholar, science fiction writer and blogger,
to reflect on the role of the imagination in helping or hindering us to adapt
to the de-industrial future that is inevitably coming our way as our planet’s
finite resources become increasingly scarce.

The next contribution is an essay by Christian Arnsperger, “How
Deep Time Can Help Shape the Present: Existential Economics, Joyful
Insignificance’ and the Future of the Ecological Transition,” which looks
at another of Greer’s short stories, one which imagines Earth many billions
of years into the future, and suggests that Deep Time, with its capacity to
awaken a sense of both existential horror and yet possibly renewed joy at
human insignificance, can help us imagine new modes of thinking, feeling
and being “indigenous” to this planet. This philosophical examination of
Deep Time is immediately followed by “Robustness and Vulnerability:
Caring for the Earth in an Age of Loss,” an extended excerpt from author
and conservationist William deBuys taken from two of his books: A Great
Aridness: Climate Change and the Future of the American Southwest (2011)
and his most recent opus, The Trail to Kanjiroba: Rediscovering Earth in an
Age of Loss (2021). Together, these two passages speak to the irreversible
changes underway across landscapes and ecosystems all over the planet
and evoke the loss of the world we were born into, and how they may
lead us to grief but should also awaken our desire to care, cooperate and
create community. The last piece of this section is thus a conversation with
William deBuys, ““The Paradise of How It Has to Be’: Writing About the
Future of the Earth in a Time of Decline.” In it we invite deBuys to speak
to his long and rich career of writing about landscapes, extinction and
climate change, and specifically to elaborate on some insights advanced
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in his latest book, which describes a care-delivering journey to a remote
area of the Himalayas while also weaving together reflections on geological
time, scientific discovery, writing and other philosophical matters relevant
to facing the current planetary “age of loss.”

The second section of the volume picks up on the theme of grief raised
by William deBuys and examines a range of emotions aroused by ecological
devastation and the prospect of irreversible planetary changes. The first
essay, “Firing up the Anthropocene: Conflagration, Representation and
Temporality in Modern Australia” by Philip Hayward, discusses a series
of paintings and poems which show that European settlers in Australia,
after upsetting the long-standing fire management practices used by pre-
colonial Indigenous peoples, have been experiencing terrifying wildfires
and eco-anxiety ever since the nineteenth century. Hayward echoes many
of the other contributors to this volume in his conclusion that any shift to
an ecological future will involve snapping out of “now-ism” and inhabiting
time in a distinctly different manner, acknowledging its multiplicities as
well as learning from traditional Indigenous Earth stewardship practices.
The next essay in this section, Dominika Oramus’s “Prophesying the
End of Human Time: Eco-Anxiety and Regress in J. G. Ballard’s Short
Fiction,” looks back to the complex and sometimes strangely fatalistic
eco-anxiety of the postwar era in two post-apocalyptic short stories by
J. G. Ballard from the 1960s. Indirectly alluding to the Doomsday Clock
created in 1947 by the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, Oramus examines
how the temporality of these stories is figured in an entirely new manner
antithetic to the religion of progress: not by a movement forward,
but as a countdown to the end. Alicja Relidzynska’s examination of
a wholly new emotional response that has arisen in the era since the term
“Anthropocene” was coined in 2000 is the subject of the next essay, “The
Nature of Irrevocability: Anthropocene Nostalgia in Hayley Eichenbaum’s
Photography Series The Mother Road,” which looks at a series of eerily
empty photographs of the famous monument to postwar petroculture, the
Southwest segment of Route 66, and examines the intensely ambivalent
form of nostalgia these images evoke. While not explicitly addressing the
complex history of Indigenous people in relation to extractivism, the essay
gestures towards both their presence and their deliberate erasure through
its iconic (and now empty) Southwestern landscapes.

The issue of the next section, “Indigenous Pasts, Presents and Futures,”
emerges as a central theme of the volume for reasons that we hope to have
sketched out convincingly in the earlier part of this Introduction. This
section begins with Brygida Gasztold’s critical analysis of the postcolonial
history of Anthropocene extractivism in her essay, “Environmental
Neocolonialism and the Quest for Social Justice in Imbolo Mbue’s How
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Beautiful We Were.” While Gasztold’s contribution focuses on a fictional
town in Africa which allows the Cameroonian-American novelist
Imbolo Mbue to speak to a broad colonial history of exploitation and
expropriation—in this case, through oil drilling—on the African continent,
Emily Childers and Hannah Menendez bring our attention to two recent
novels by Indigenous authors in North America in their essay, “Apocalypse
When? Storytelling and Spiralic Time in Cherie Dimaline’s The Marrow
Thieves and Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of the Living God.” Both novels
engage with the conventions of speculative fiction while paying homage
to Indigenous storytelling practices, resilience and futurity. Indigenous
Futurism and the way in which it can renew reflection on an ecological
future is also the explicit focus of the third essay in this section, Erika De
Vivo’s ethnographically-informed discussion of an art and culture festival
organized in 2018 by members of the Sami people of Northern Scandinavia:
“Markomeannu#2118, the Future is Already Here: Imagining a Sami
Future at the Intersection of Art and Activism.” Throughout this section,
the power of the actuality and futurity of Indigenous cultures comes to
the fore, thus setting the stage for a genuine recognition, in the present and
for the sake of the future, of the crucial ecological knowledge these cultures
possess when it comes to Nature’s deep integrity.

Accordingly, the nextsectiondeals with “Interconnectivityand Animacy”
by building on the issues raised in the previous section and broadening
them to a range of encounters, contexts and artforms. In ““The Only Way
Out Is In”: Transcending Modernity and Embracing Interconnectedness in
Gary Snyder and Kenneth White,” Monika Kocot examines the influence
of Buddhism and the master trope of interconnectivity known as Indra’s
net in the poetry of two North American poets. In the next essay, “Past
Conditional Subjectivities: Enacting Relationships with the Non-Human in
the Work of Ana Mendieta,” Matthew Tedford looks at animacy and focuses
on a Cuban-American artist whose artistic practice radically challenged the
rigid boundaries between the human and the non-human associated with
modernity under capitalism and colonialism. Also addressing the
relationship between the human and non-human, Katarzyna Ostalska’s essay,
“Enlightenment Is a Shared Enterprise’: Tree Ecosystems and the Legacy of
Modernity in Richard Powers’s The Owverstory,” surveys the latest science
of forest ecosystems alongside Buddhist values of spiritual enlightenment to
interrogate the legacy of modernity in the contemporary world. The last essay
of this section, Courtney A. Druzak’s “Apocalypse . . . Eventually: Trans-
Corporeality and Slow Horror in M. R. Carey’s The Girl with All the Gifts,”
follows up on the tree-human assemblages discussed by Kocot and adds in
fungal-human hybridity as a way to reflect on human “enmeshment” in the
natural world. All these essays shed light on the much-needed decentering

25



26

Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet, Christian Arnsperger

of human beings in their relationship to the rest of the planet, which forms
the bedrock of any viable ecological future and for the reinvention of truly
sustainable human societies.

This reinvention is what the final section, “Ecotopia and Eco-
Futurism,” focuses on. It begins with an updating of Ernest Callenbach’s
classic novel of sustainable community, Ecotopia (1975), into a screenplay
for a television series, by Elizabeth Watson. Based on Callenbach’s
extensive research and updated for the small screen, Watson’s script allows
us to collectively visualize a green city based on principles of respect for
planetary boundaries, steady-state and circular economic systems rather
than perpetual growth, and a quality of life that fosters well-being for
both humans and the biosphere. The episode is followed by a conversation
with Elizabeth Watson, ““Did You See Last Night’s Episode of Ecotopia?’:
How a TV Series Could Help Move Climate Action Forward,” in which
she speaks to the role of the popular imagination in motivating political
change by offering concrete ideas of what sustainability could mean. Not
only does the world of Ecotopia sidestep the pitfalls of apocalypticism
and the blind faith in progress alike, it also explores the cultural and
psychological implications of living in a sustainable society while
offering a positive incentive to change. The final essay of the volume,
Katarzyna Wigckowska’s “Appositions: The Future in Solarpunk and
Post-Apocalyptic Fiction,” continues the exploration of models of livable
futures in her critical survey of solarpunk fiction, a new literary genre that
is explicitly committed to moving beyond the pessimism of contemporary
post-apocalyptic scenarios, as well as the blind faith in inevitable progress
that, together, sabotage our ability to think and act effectively in the face
of the current climate crisis. It is our hope that this volume’s examination
of both critical and creative efforts towards imagining an ecological future
will also contribute—however modestly—to this urgent task.
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ABSTRACT

New Nature Writing reflects many of the anxieties which are becoming
increasingly prevalent in the Anthropocene, an era which necessitates
temporal leaps between the present moment, the deep past, and the
deep future. Coming to contextualize our impact on the planet in the
Anthropocene era in such expansive, geological terms poses profound
challenges to the ways we have conventionally framed our wider place
on Earth. When viewed through the lens of deep time, our impact on
the planet has been comparatively brief, but we are scarcely beginning
to comprehend its lasting effects. While the scale of the environmental
problems we have created often seems insurmountable, this chapter argues
that writing which helps us to think about deep time and acclimatizes us to
its vast scale can itself serve as a way for us to grapple with the immensity
of the problems we face. Through a consideration of the writing of new
nature writers Robert Macfarlane and Kathleen Jamie, it looks at how
their engagements with deep time challenge the feelings of helplessness
that the scale of the environmental crisis can sometimes burden us with.
By arguing that coming to terms with the Anthropocene is to come to
terms with a changing narrative we tell ourselves about our role on the
planet, it considers how New Nature Writing is playing a crucial role in
this narrative shift more specifically, as it explores different ways for us
to reimagine our relationship with the more-than-human world in the
Anthropocene era.
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As awareness of the Anthropocene has gained ground, questions
surrounding how we might come to terms with a concept which is so
broad in scope and has such lasting implications have come to the fore.
Whilst the term is by no means universally accepted, its capacity to serve
both as a shorthand for and an acknowledgement of our role in global
climate change has undeniably helped instigate debate in recent years.!
When viewed through the lens of deep time, our impact on the planet has
been comparatively brief, but we are scarcely beginning to comprehend
its lasting effects. Coming to contextualize our impact on the planet in
the Anthropocene era in such expansive, geological terms poses profound
challenges to the ways we have conventionally framed our wider place on
Earth. As Rob Nixon has put it: “[TThe Anthropocene hypothesis shakes
the very idea of what it means to be human” (2370). To come to terms with
the Anthropocene is to come to terms with the changing narrative we tell
ourselves about our role on the planet: it is to face up to difficult truths and
to imagine ways we might move forward with the weight of these truths.
It is at this juncture in which New Nature Writing finds itself as it explores
ways of envisaging these immense changes and seeks to (re)imagine our
relationship with the more-than-human world in the Anthropocene
era.” Through an analysis of recent writing by new nature writers Robert
Macfarlane and Kathleen Jamie, this chapter will argue that New Nature
Writing brings together deep time and the Anthropocene in surprising and
often illuminating ways which provide us with alternative ways of thinking
about and framing these new temporalities. It will demonstrate how New
Nature Writing is playing a crucial role in the narrative shifts so inherent
to our understanding of the Anthropocene, and show how the genre’s
engagements with deep time can contribute vital new narratives for our
times, which can help us consider humanity’s future inhabitation of the
earth in the broader context of the Anthropocene era.

In the opening essay from her 2012 prose collection, Sightlines, entitled
“Aurora,” Kathleen Jamie recounts a trip taken to Greenland to see the
northern lights. She describes finding herself in an unfamiliar landscape and
being confronted by the “vast, unnerving scale” (2) of the land, and being

' For a more in-depth discussion of Anthropocene terminology, see Benjamin

Kunkel’s article “The Capitalocene.”

2 Whilst most writers associated with New Nature Writing are resistant to the label,
it nevertheless serves as a useful shorthand for writing which engages with the complexities
of our relationship with the more-than-human world in the Anthropocene era. Whether
it represents a departure from the nature writing which preceded it is a contested issue,
however. See Graham Huggan’s “Back to the future: the ‘new nature writing,” ecological
boredom, and the recall of the wild” or Jos Smith’s The New Nature Writing for a more
extensive exploration of the genre and its associated issues.
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surrounded by icebergs which “give nothing, suggest nothing but a white
nihilism” (7) and suggest “nothing but colossal, witless indifference”
(10). Here Jamie underscores the tension between the human tendency to
reach for and create narratives to help us understand things which are so
much bigger than we are, against the difficulty of imparting meaning on
things which tend to resist representation, often precisely because they
seem to operate on scales so different from our own. Furthermore, this
also provides a useful narrative analogue for the challenges which come
from trying to conceptualize deep time in writing in terms of the broader
scales it occupies. However, despite the difficulties that come with trying
to describe the scale of such a landscape and the elements contained within
it, Jamie notes how there are some narratives of sorts which emerge from
it, and which can, intriguingly, be read. When referring to the extraction of
ancient ice cores, she notes:

The icecap is two miles deep. In 2003, a team who’d spent seven years
drilling through the Greenland ice to fetch up core samples at last hit
bedrock. The ice at the bottom of the core is 20,000 years old. They
were bringing the deep past out of its silence, waking it up to ask it about
change. (17)

Here Jamie evokes both temporal and spatial scales which are somewhat
difficult to comprehend: we tend to engage with the idea of distance as
a measurement which goes across, rather than down, and especially not
to such a depth; the fact that drilling the ice core took seven years to do
certainly helps us to understand the immensity of such an undertaking,
and that’s before we even try to comprehend the age of the core itself.
Jamie notes how these cores contain narratives from the past which are
not only visible in the present, but which hold potential messages about
the future too, as they contain the narratives which can help us understand
broader-scale concepts such as climate change and the key role we have
played in it. In this way, the compressed narratives they contain can serve
as projections for possible futures we face and so could act as a potential
catalyst for change.

When describing her experience of observing the natural phenomenon
of the northern lights elsewhere in the essay, Jamie writes:

We are standing with heads tilted back, marvelling.

Luminous green, teal green, the aurora borealis glows almost directly
overhead. It intensifies against the starry night like breath on a mirror,
and it moves. Across the whole sky from east to west, the green lights
shift and alter. Now it’s an emerald veil, now with a surge it remakes itself
into a swizzle which reaches toward some faraway place in the east. (12)
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Jamie’s description here reflects her sense of wonder in response to this
phenomenon, but it can also be viewed as a moment which Philip Hoare
argues “jerk[s] us out of our complacency.” Although Hoare is referring
to the perseids meteor shower here, it works equally well when paralleled
with Jamie’s observations. Hoare argues:

Throughout the year, at key moments, as we move through the orbits of
fragmentary heavenly bodies, we can lie outside, on the grass orabeach, and
watch the sky erupt. . .. Nature is suddenly disrupted, and the disruption
has nothing to do with us, and our notional dominion. It is a spectacle
older than us, setting our existence in salutary perspective. . .. Such events
still remind us that not everything is within our grasp or control.

Hoare’s description is replete with examples which negate the notion
of our own centrality here: his reference to “our notional dominion” is
an excellent shorthand for how we might come to place ourselves in the
wider scope of deep time, particularly in the age of the Anthropocene.
Whilst this can be complicated by the fact that the Anthropocene is also
an acknowledgement that we can impact the more-than-human world on
a truly mammoth scale, natural phenomena such as these also serve as
important reminders that we are not at the centre. Indeed, although we
may necessarily be at the centre of our own lives, events such as these,
if we are attentive to them, can unsettle this perspective and place us as
far smaller elements in a far wider scheme than our own comparatively
fleeting lives. Such narratives can serve as a reminder “that not everything
is within our grasp or control” (Hoare), and so help acclimatize us to the
idea of deep time by taking us out of ourselves.

Elsewhere in “Aurora,” Jamie notes how the Vikings “used to navigate
by raven” (4), which leads her to wonder: “Maybe ravens had brought [the
Vikings] here, too, in their Greenlandic voyages, a thousand years ago.
A thousand years. The blink of an eye” (5). This blurring of temporal scales
is particularly effective, with Jamie acclimatizing us to temporal slippages
where time expands and contracts, both to the timespan of millennia,
and a single blink of an eye. Similar temporal leaps appear elsewhere in
Jamie’s work: in her Findings essay “Darkness and Light,” she describes
visiting the Neolithic chambered cairn of Maes Howe in Orkney at the
winter solstice and compresses the sense of multiple eras passing into one
paragraph, from the Neolithic to the present day. When describing the
history of the cairn, she notes:

The Vikings went away, leaving many messages, but Maes Howe was again
half-forgotten, a fairy place, a strange mound on a heath. Generations
lived and died. We invented electric light, the internal combustion



Deep Time and the Anthropocene in New Nature Writing

engine, we exploited oilfields, developed telephones and TVs, to dispel
the winter dark—and now at solstice we come, as no one has done for
nigh on 5000 years, to witness a little beam of sunlight creeping through
the darkness onto a stone wall. (16)

If we can relate to the idea of being human thousands of years ago, then
thinking of how comparatively close to us previous civilizations are in the
broader temporal scheme could further help acclimatize us to the more
distant pasts required when thinking about deep time. This paragraph
serves as a further narrative analogue for comprehending multiple layers
of time, with Jamie’s temporal compression of these ages and events into
a single paragraph providing a useful way of thinking of deep time itself,
and the temporal compression required when imagining such broad scales
of time. Though Jamie’s paragraph here compresses millennia rather than
the mega-annums which we more readily associate with deep time, it still
evokes concepts of time far broader than our lived experience of it, which
in turn helps us to more readily imagine displacing ourselves into the past,
and so to imaginatively project ourselves into possible futures too. In this
way, it allows us to adjust to a more expansive sense of the past and future.
Glaciated landscapes provide a further means to reflect on the farther
reaches of time as their morphology has been shaped by glacial activity
which took place often tens of thousands of years ago, so they also more
readily lend themselves to an imaginative displacement into another time.
In his 2015 text Landmarks, Robert Macfarlane notes: “In the Scottish
Highlands I find it easy for thousands or millions of years to fall away in
a glance. Out on the prow of one of the rock buttresses that lean over the
great valley of Lairig Ghru, I can envisage some version of the glen as it
was in the Pleistocene” (274). Whilst glaciated landscapes may seem less
subject to the sort of rapid visual transformations of urban environments
which change on a far more human timeframe, as Macfarlane shows here,
an imaginative viewing of the vestiges of the deep past which still shape
certain contemporary landscapes can allow us to tangibly comprehend the
connection between the deep past and present. The vast stretch of years fall
away, and this understanding of the entanglement of deep past and present
could and should lead us to consider how present patterns of human
behaviour, through their disruption of processes which move through
geological time, will continue to have consequences into the deep future,
for human generations and generations of shifting landscapes to come.
Jamie also seeks to bridge the gap between the deep past and present
when observing a similar glacial landscape, to demonstrate their closeness
and by extension their connectedness. In the opening essay in Surfacing,
“The Reindeer Cave,” she conducts a similar displacement to Macfarlane
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by overlapping her own present experience in the valley with an imagined
exploration there in a previous ice age. She writes: “To reach the caves, you
climbed a grassy slope a hundred-and-fifty feet above the river. You try
to imagine stepping from the cave-mouth onto ice and moraine” (2). On
anarrative level, Jamie’s use of amore inclusive second person pronoun here
encourages a shift from more singularly anthropocentric ways of engaging
with the more-than-human world. Her attempts to distance herself from
such anthropocentric perspectives notably emerged in her earlier review
of Macfarlane’s 2007 text The Wild Places, where she criticized him for
perpetuating the trope of “the lone enraptured male” (“Lone”). Whilst
Macfarlane’s recent work admittedly represents a shift from this position,
Jamie has more consistently, and indeed more self-consciously, sought to
test the limits of her own anthropocentricism. She has argued: “I look at
a page I've written, see that I've used the word ‘I’ 17 times and go back and
reduce it by two thirds” (Personal correspondence 2), elsewhere adding
that: “I want to have [my readers] stand shoulder to shoulder with me, so
I can say ‘Look at this, can you see what I see? Let me show you.” I want to
reveal the world in its wonder, and have readers as co-discoverers. I don’t
want to show off” (Introduction). Following Zechner, in its attempts
to destabilize anthropocentric perspectives, much New Nature Writing
seeks to place human beings “on a par with the world they encounter”
(167). Just as Jamie seeks to place her readers on her “par” too, she also
avoids foregrounding her perspective over the more-than-human world
she is encountering in her writing. Jamie’s reluctance to place herself at
the centre helps encourage considerations of perspectives beyond our
own, where an individual’s experience is framed as just one part of a much
wider narrative taking place over a much broader temporal spectrum.
Whilst clearly still grounded in human experience, such an approach can
help to place us in a connective web of which we constitute just a small
part, and can further accustom us to such expansive ideas as deep time as
it places us within a narrative framework of something considerably larger
than our selves.

In a further complication to questions of anthropocentrism in relation
to deep time and the Anthropocene, later in “The Reindeer Cave” Jamie
adds: “[T]hat last ice-grip, the one which ended ten thousand years ago
and created the land we know. Ten thousand years—in the great scheme of
things, we’re living through a warm bank holiday weekend” (Surfacing 2-3).
Whilst the use of the first person plural here represents a further shift from
more singularly anthropocentric positions, I would argue that even more
crucial here is Jamie’s attempt to humanize these epochal stretches of time
by making us think of them in an even greater chronological context, but
one which is then translated back into a more relatable human one too. As
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one of the chief difficulties with coming to comprehend expansive concepts
such as deep time and climate change is the sense of distance and abstraction
they can evoke, making such abstract concepts feel more connected to us
by humanizing them in this way can challenge the feelings of helplessness
that the scale of the environmental crisis can sometimes burden us with.’
Whilst humanizing these concepts remains a position which is inescapably
anthropocentric in origin, it is one which seeks to primarily connect us
to these more expansive and abstract ideas, rather than to distinguish or
separate us from them. There are undoubtedly limitations to using this
more human scale as a means for understanding deep time, especially when
engaging with concepts which extend so far beyond the human, but such
an approach should not be so readily dismissed if it can help us come to
terms with ideas which are so abstract in scope, particularly if it can both
help us to envisage alternative paths forward which recognize our agential
role in the Anthropocene and to accept the limits of our control over it.
Even so, Zechner identifies a tension in relation to these anthropocentric
positions by pointing out how Jamie’s writing “illustrates the difficulty
of putting a non-anthropocentric approach . . . into a consistent ethical
framework” (177). In fact, I would argue that the absence of a consistent
ethical framework is present in much New Nature Writing and is reflective
of the broader difficulties we face when trying to come to terms with the
Anthropocene more generally as we struggle to express the scale of what
is going on. Indeed, as Stef Craps puts it: “[W]e are somewhat at a loss
as to how to adequately navigate the emotional terrain of environmental
breakdown” (3). Nevertheless, even if New Nature Writing may lack
a consistent ethical framework, finding ways to accept and move forward
with the weight of the knowledge of our Anthropocene reality makes
these explorations more vital and necessary than ever.

However, although it can be humbling to acknowledge that the
glaciated landscapes described by Jamie and Macfarlane here can change
on scales which go beyond human timeframes, we must also accept that
in the Anthropocene era, many of these landscapes are changing at an
acutely alarming speed precisely because of human activity. As Andri Sner
Magnason has argued, “Earth’s mightiest forces have forsaken geological
time and now change on a human scale. Changes that previously took
a hundred thousand years now happen in one hundred” (9). Whilst such
new temporalities take time to adjust to, such a shift in temporal velocity
demands immediate action if we are to respond to these changes in a way

3 These expansive concepts also constitute examples of Timothy Morton’s concept

of “hyperobjects,” which he defines as “things that are massively distributed in time and
space relative to humans” (1).
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that goes beyond simply bearing witness to them. Jamie, for instance, has
argued that “[n]Jowadays in ‘nature’ or ‘the environment’ we are far from
consoled. It’s in nature we find the most frightening changes. The more
alert nature-writers . . . are energised by that truth” (“Four Fields”). New
nature writers do not simply bear witness to or report these “frightening
changes”: in my view, being “energised by the truth” is rooted in the
motivation to challenge the seeming inevitability of our unsustainable path
in the Anthropocene.

For writers navigating the more-than-human world in the
Anthropocene era, the prevalence of plastic surfaces in their writing in
ways which are deeply troubling to both encounter and acknowledge and
exemplifies precisely the sorts of “frightening changes” Jamie refers to.
When walking along the coastline in northern Norway, Macfarlane notes:

It is low tide, and the sand of the bay is strewn with jetsam, almost all of
it plastic. . .. Fishing buoys, toothbrushes, bleach bottles, tangled fishing
nets, thousands of unidentifiable shards.

I feel sick as I walk the wrack-line and its litter, appalled by the contrast
with the plateau, implicated by my part in the scene. This was once all oil
too. Oil—the “monstrous transformer”—is in all of these things, vital to
the manufacture of the plastics that we first synthesized only a century
ago. (Underland 319-20)

Macfarlane’s visceral response and sense of disgust at the sight is
important, but so too is the fact that he doesn’t exempt himself from the
wider blame, as he also reminds us of the complex web of dependency
on oil, within which almost all humanity is complicit, to varying degrees.
For Heather Houser, evoking disgust could prove effective in inciting
a reaction in the reader, arguing that it can be viewed as “a conduit to
engaging with human and nonhuman others as it counteracts forms
of detachment that block environmental and social investment” (120).
Such a rhetorical technique can challenge feelings of disconnect from
the more-than-human world, and particularly those which are evoked
by the scale of the damage we have done, by drawing our attention
to our complicity in this damage, regardless of how difficult it may be to
confront. By acknowledging this sense of complicity, Macfarlane moves
beyond simply bearing witness and provides us with a way to face up
to these frightening changes, which can serve as a further way of being
“energised by the truth.” Indeed, Macfarlane has argued that “menace and
anxiety have always stimulated cultural production, and loss has always
stimulated desire” (“Go Wild”). The very idea that humans are motivated
to create from loss goes some way in explaining why New Nature Writing
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has had such a resurgence in recent years, and thus enables the genre to
act against the broader sense of loss so integral to the Anthropocene era.
He later adds:

Nature is no longer only a remote peak shining in the sun, or a raptor
hunting over birch woods—it is also tidelines thickened with drift
plastic, or methane clathrates decomposing over millions of square
miles of warming permafrost. This new nature entangles us in ways
we are only beginning to comprehend. . . . The more we struggle to
distance ourselves from the Anthropocene, the more stuck we become.

(Underland 321)

By reminding us that the consequences of our exploitation of the more-
than-human world now occur everywhere on the planet, and on scales we
are barely capable of grasping, new nature writers help us face up to these
uncomfortable realities and come to terms with the scale of them as well.*
In this, they respond to James Bradley’s call for writers to “find ways to
communicate ideas that are not just uncomfortable and frightening but
actively difficult to comprehend” too.

Fossil fuels are substances which take millennia to form and the
widespread and long-term environmental impacts that have emerged from
our comparatively recent exploitation of them exemplify the complex
Anthropocene entanglement Macfarlane refers to. They are also integral
to the production of plastic, a material which is now so ubiquitous it is
coming to form part of the Earth’s geological strata which will remain
into the deep future. Though often conceived of for single, ephemeral use,
plastic’s pervasiveness in the Anthropocene now requires us to think of
deep time, because the time it takes to break down vastly outweighs this
fleeting usage period, as Farrier argues:

A typical disposable plastic container is in use for around 60 days before
it’s thrown away. Yet this brief period falls on a line that runs from the
deep past to the deep future: the 3.4 million years since the raw materials
(oil) began to form, and the 10,000 or more years it could take for the
plastic to degrade. (“Sands”)

This perplexing temporal bind reflects how plastic forms part of our
changing Anthropocene narrative and makes us question the sort of
relationship we have and indeed want to build with the more-than-human

* For instance, recent studies have detected microplastics in the depths of the oceans,

on “remote” mountain peaks, and inside of us too. See Barrett et al., Allen et al. and Cox
et al., respectively.
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world, particularly when such seemingly insignificant, throwaway items
have such a lasting impact. As Farrier asks: “Is it our intentional signs and
symbols that leave the most lasting marks, or our unintentional traces?”
(“Sands™). He argues that “it’s in the encounter with everyday objects,
surfaces and textures that we get the best sense of [the Anthropocene’s]
scope and scale,” adding that “[p]lastics, which began being mass-produced
in the middle of the 20 century, give us back the world as the West has
been taught to see it—pliable, immediately available, and smoothed to our
advantage” (“Deep Time”). To challenge narratives that the more-than-
human world exists for our benefit is to challenge the myopic sense of
short termism and the assumption of human control so integral to this
world view, because the lasting impact of such seemingly insignificant
items fundamentally challenges the notion of the “traces and marks” our
Anthropocene imprint will leave behind.

There is nevertheless a strange duality in the Anthropocene, as it both
confirms the mammoth imprint we have had and also confirms how we
are, as a species, comparatively fleeting in the much wider temporal arc of
deep time. Macfarlane notes how

There is a dangerous comfort to be drawn from deep time. . .. What does
our behaviour matter, when Homo sapiens will have disappeared from
the Earth in a blink of a geological eye? Viewed from the perspective
of a desert or an ocean, human morality looks absurd—crushed to
irrelevance. . . . We should resist such inertial thinking; indeed, we should
urge its opposite—deep time as a radical perspective, provoking us to

action not apathy. (Underland 15)

There is a tangible sense of urgency to Macfarlane’s words here, and an
alertness to the dangers of “inertial thinking” and the ways in which it
might encourage apathetic responses to environmental crises, even
when we acknowledge that such expansive concepts as deep time and
the Anthropocene are difficult for us to fully comprehend. This urgency
is compounded by the fact that for numerous climate change deniers,
our comparatively fleeting passage on earth is used as a justification for
not intervening, as they put recent changes in climate pattern down to
natural variations beyond the scope of human control. In a counter
to such positions, Macfarlane argues that “to think in deep time can be
a means not of escaping our troubled present, but rather of re-imagining
it; countermanding its quick greeds and furies with older, slower stories of
making and unmaking” (Underland 15).

In his own writing, Macfarlane’s reflections on past human histories
help with this “re-imagining” of our present. When visiting a cave adorned
with ancient paintings in Norway in his 2019 text Underland, Macfarlane
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layers his own present-day explorations of the cave with his own imaginings
of those who visited it at various moments in the past. He writes:

A summer’s night 3,000 years ago. At this latitude, in this season,
darkness scarcely exists above ground. Low tide, calm sea. A small group
of figures follows the shore, stepping from rock to rock. . . . Up where
the tunnel wall overhangs them, the figures halt, make their preparations.
Rock is to be the painter of rock. In a cup of stone they crush haematite
and mix it with spit, earth and rainwater to make a red paste.

The painting begins. (273-74)

Mactarlane’s description here acts as a form of patient, measured storytelling
which unfolds in a way not entirely dissimilar to the narratives depicted
in the cave art pictures themselves. In this way, it makes his present-day
narrative form part of an “older, slower story of making” too. Macfarlane’s
temporal layering here is similar to Jamie’s descriptions in Maes Howe,
though whilst Jamie’s descriptions compress multiple eras into a single
paragraph, Macfarlane’s overlap an envisaged single past event into the
present. Both perspectives demonstrate how comparatively little the places
themselves have changed despite the time that has passed, and both writers
again humanize these broader stretches of time by describing events which
we can still envisage taking place today. The act of painting on cave walls for
Macfarlane and the witnessing of sunlight entering Maes Howe at the solstice
for Jamie are events or moments which unfold at roughly the same pace
now as they did then. In this, both Jamie and Macfarlane further challenge
the aforementioned “quick greeds and furies,” and subsequently encourage
a “re-imagining” of “our troubled present” (Macfarlane, Underland 15) by
helping us to reconsider our position in the broader scheme of things.

Furthermore, Macfarlane’s use of the present tense in these cave
narratives not only creates a sense of the past becoming present, but also
accentuates the immediacy of his present-day explorations in them. By
layering different perspectives and histories onto his own in this way, the
narrative of Underland leaps between different times: to look at the text’s
structure is to see a form of layering not entirely unlike geological layers,
so that the text takes on its own layers of strata. The cumulative effect
of the narrative therefore presents the reader with a narrative analogue of
sorts for an (albeit much compressed) experience of deep time. Bradley
has argued that “[n]ot only must we confront the inhuman scale of
transformation that is taking place around us, its temporal, physical and
moral enormity, we must find new ways of making sense of its complexity
and interconnectedness,” and Macfarlane’s approach here could be read as
a way in which the narrative structure of the text responds to this sense of
“complexity and interconnectedness,” too.
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When describing the progress of two cave-explorers elsewhere in
Underland, Macfarlane observes that “[t]ime reverses space—the deeper
in they get, the younger the cave-space. The journey into darkness is
a journey to the present. The sea has taken thousands of years to win each
yard of stone” (275). Macfarlane’s descriptions of these caves, which are
the result of slow, hard-won processes of weathering and erosion, enact
what Jamie calls a form of “temporal recalibration” (Findings 11) which
reflects the approach that thinking about deep time necessitates. Jamie’s
own description of the experience of working on an archaeological dig
similarly unsettles the chronological, linear experience of time which we
are accustomed to. Of the dig, she writes: “To add to the odd sensation of
inhabiting several different times, there was also this process of dismantling;
of running the narrative of construction backwards” (Sightlines 61).
Though not explicit engagements with deep time, both Macfarlane and
Jamie’s descriptions provide alternative temporal perspectives and re-
imaginings of the boundaries we conventionally associate with time,
which could again help accustom us to the challenges of envisaging such
an expansive concept as deep time, too. Furthermore, these “temporal
recalibrations” also reflect what Bradley has argued is “a disruption of
unitary narrative” characteristic to writing in the genre. He adds that they
unsettle “our assumptions about narrative time in an attempt to articulate
an awareness of the inhuman scale of what is taking place around us” which
can be considered as part of a further attempt to come to terms with our
Anthropocene influence. Helping us to comprehend the distance of time
involved in these human histories both reminds us of our comparatively
fleeting existence, and makes these pasts seem somehow closer, which
could again help acclimatize us to the more distant pasts required when
thinking about deep time.

As the chapters of Underland progress and we read proverbially
deeper into the narrative, the locations that Macfarlane travels to go
deeper underground, and we as readers subsequently become more
embedded in the narrative framework of deep time. The earlier chapters
of the text begin with Macfarlane’s present-day explorations in the
Mendip Hills in Somerset, and by the penultimate chapter, he has reached
one of the deepest locations in the underlands of the planet that it is
humanly possible to access and has some of his most profound reflections
on humanity’s legacies into the deep future. In this way, the text itself
reflects Macfarlane’s initial assertion that “deep time is the chronology
of the underland” (15). Visiting a nuclear waste containment facility in
Finland which lies 1500 feet below the earth’s surface and which he calls
“an experiment in post-human architecture” (399), he notes how it was
intended “to outlast not only the people who designed it, but also the
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species that designed it. It is intended to maintain its integrity without
future maintenance for 100,000 years, able to endure a future ice age”
(398). In this way, as the text draws to a close, it looks towards the deep
future by considering the legacy of what we will leave behind us. As
deep time is frequently considered in terms of the past, this reminder
of the deep future is also important, since it encourages us to shift our
accustomed way of thinking about deep time too.

Engaging with the fleeting nature of human existence in the wider
scheme of things, even when placed within an anthropocentric narrative
framework, provides us with one of the most relatable ways to envisage
deep pasts which existed long before us, and to envisage possible futures
which will take place long after we have gone. As Jorie Graham argues,
however, envisaging these possible futures poses its own mammoth

challenges:

[H]ow [can we] make the “deep future”—seven to ten generations
hence—feel actually connected to us, right down to this very minute of
our lives. . . . How can you expect a person to find, let alone feel and act
upon, the fine thread that truly connects their very next choice to a life
1,000 years hence which might not in any way resemble what we know
of as human life? (38)

As writers work with the imagination, they are well placed to help us
feel this sense of connection to the deep future, even when it may seem
necessarily abstract. The diverging and converging temporal scales
that Jamie and Macfarlane employ help us to envisage a deep future
which is connected to us in the present in at least two ways: first, by
acclimatizing us to leaping between temporal scales, and second, through
the imaginative displacement of the self that their switching between
temporal scales necessitates. Such an approach can help shift us out of
the present and, by extension, challenge the predominant short-term
perspectives and the more anthropocentric ways of seeing our place in
the world. New nature writers’ engagement with leaping temporal scales,
along with their ability to envisage possible futures is of particular use in
a contemporary context, as it could provide a means to counter the short-
term mindset inherent in the current late capitalist economic model,
which is particularly damaging to the environment, in both the short and
long term. Being able to face up to our immense impact in environmental
terms through an understanding of our place in the wider scale of deep
time could therefore be viewed as a challenge to this predominant and
damaging strain of capitalism, by encouraging us to think of, and within,
this longer view.
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Macfarlane argues that “Philip Larkin famously proposed that what
will survive of us is love. Wrong. What will survive of us is plastic, swine
bones and lead-207, the stable isotope at the end of the uranium-235 decay
chain” (Underland 77). Macfarlane’s contrasting imagery of our long-
term Anthropocene legacy here is particularly abrupt as it startles and
shocks the reader through its contradiction. He adds that “the half-life of
uranium 235 is 4.46 billion years: such chronology decentres the human,
crushing the first person to an irrelevance” (Underland 409). Knowledge
of this requires a radical questioning of what it means to be human, and
both deep time and the idea of the Anthropocene can fundamentally
unsettle our sense of self and our sense of centrality in this way. This is
arguably one of the best ways we can think of deep time as the “radical
perspective” Macfarlane suggests (Underland 15), because in going so far
beyond the human, it can also help us rethink our place on the planet on
a far wider scale.

Both Macfarlane and Jamie provide us with alternative ways of
thinking about temporality which help us reach a better understanding
of deep time. The new temporalities they engage with encourage us to
face up to the problematic legacy we have already left behind, but also
to consider the legacies we might leave in the future too, which is of
particular importance as we come to terms with the changing narrative we
are telling ourselves in the Anthropocene. As Macfarlane puts it: “[A]t its
best, a deep time awareness might help us see ourselves as part of a web
of gift, inheritance and legacy stretching over millions of years past and
millions to come, bringing us to consider what we are leaving behind for
the epochs and beings that will follow us” (Underland 15). This also helps
us respond to Bradley’s call that we “find new ways of making sense of
[the] complexity and interconnectedness” of the Anthropocene, because
in considering deep time as a way to connect to a wider sense of ourselves,
it also enables us to connect to the idea of species and epochs far beyond
us. Acknowledging the role we are having as agents of geological change
in the Anthropocene era is a deeply unsettling but necessary task, and
New Nature Writing’s engagement with this may yet help us to effectively
envisage the scope of the possible and alternative futures that may take
place, and so help us come to terms with this monumental change.
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ABSTRACT

Narratives of the Anthropocene function in the realm of not only
scientific but also popular discourses. Indeed, the most popular narratives
of the Anthropocene, namely the story of the apocalypse and the story
of progress, with their respective temporalities, are particularly well-
represented in comics. The present article looks at the Anthropocene
through the lenses of word and image, tracing the response of the medium
of comics to the ongoing catastrophe, including Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land
(2020), Scott Snyder and Yanick Paquette’s modern take on Swamp Thing
(2019) and Richard McGuire’s Here (2014). Paying the Land is a story of
the Dene people and their response to the Anthropocene. Drawing on the
opposition between nature and progress, it examines whether empathy
can stop capitalistic exploitation of Indigenous communities and the land
which they cherish. Swamp Thing, seemingly a narrative of environmental
apocalypse, also functions as a story of ecological reconciliation and
regeneration. Finally, Here builds on and deconstructs the narrative of
progress, demonstrating how a specific location has and will be transformed
from 3,000,500,000 BCE to 22,175 CE, offering the reader/viewer a non-
chronological look at environmental changes. Apart from the visions of
the now and the future that these graphic narratives present, temporality
coded in their “grammar” (layout, panels and gutters) is also discussed.
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apocalypse.
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INTRODUCTION

As demonstrated by its powerful links to various apocalyptic scenarios
(Swyngedouw 214; Nixon 64), the discussion of the Anthropocene in
the humanities is essentially a discussion of time and temporality,
be it in the sense of the inevitable ending, of possible regeneration
which deconstructs and subverts stories of the end, transforming them
into stories of “the after,” or of “the longue durée of the planetary
(geological and astrophysical) perspective” (Jones, Rigby and Williams
392). It is these three temporal perspectives, pointing to the (im)
possibility and (un)imaginability of the future, that I will focus on in
the present article. The temporalities of the Anthropocene, and human
responses to it, will be analyzed in three contemporary American
comics, Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land (2020), Scott Snyder and Yanick
Paquette’s modern take on Swamp Thing: Protector of the Green (2019)
and Richard McGuire’s Here (2014). As comics, these texts recognize
their connection with popular narratives (the “superhero saving the
world” scenario or variations thereof), be it in an affirmative (Swamp
Thing) or critical/distanced fashion (Paying the Land and Here). As
I shall try to demonstrate, all three contemporary graphic narratives,!
and/as temporal structures, exemplify different human responses to
the ongoing crisis, ranging from belief in ecological reconciliation
to anti-capitalist critique and a negation of the narrative of progress,
thus demonstrating how the popular narrative of “the end” known
from the history of comics is critically transformed in (response to)
the Anthropocene, defined here not in its limited geological sense
but as a time of unprecedented human influence on the Earth with
its negative political, ethical, economic and cultural consequences
(Zalasiewicz et al; Clark 1-28). Apart from engaging with the
temporality encoded in the “what” of the story, I also comment on
the physicality of comics as a medium which represents, breaks, and
dissects time in its sequential structure of panels and gutters.

The structure of the article follows and builds on the above
premises. First, I briefly discuss the notions of temporality in the study
of the Anthropocene. Then, I contextualize all three texts as products of
the Western (North American) mindset and comment on the concept
of space-as-time in comics. The discussion of the three comics follows.

1

The term graphic narrative is defined by Hillary Chute and Marianne DeKoven as
“narrative work in the medium of comics” (767).
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THE ANTHROPOCENE, TEMPORALITY
AND COMICS

Suspended between the human notions of the “the end,” “the after” and
“the long duration,” Anthropocene graphic narratives should not be read
in universal terms but always in connection with the perspective inscribed
in them. Despite their ecological intentions, Swamp Thing, Paying the
Land and Here are all products of the affluent West, which over the years
has marginalized the role and value of nature for the sake of modernity and
progress, and this perspective has, in turn, been reflected in the prevailing
narrative and temporal structures. As Libby Robin observes:

Time is not equally deep everywhere. Time itself depends on place. Much
of the dominant discourse of the era of postwar reconstruction . . . was
extrapolated from ideas of the national, particularly European and North
American models. . . . A default “global” follows the big economies.
It typically focuses on territories and land systems at the expense of
atmospheres, oceans and polar ice-caps, which are the truly global
spaces. (62)

Respectively, as Dipesh Chakrabarty observes, “the epoch [should] be
more properly called ‘the Capitalocene’ or ‘econocene’ so that a vague
and undifferentiated humanity—‘anthropos’—is not held responsible
for bringing about this time and that the blame is laid squarely at
the door of a system: capitalism or the global economic system” (6).
Acknowledging their Western and capitalist affiliations, many American
comics, both mainstream and alternative, which engage with the question
of the Anthropocene focus on different forms of anti-capitalist critique.
They actively perceive Western Capitalism as threatening, and thus,
quite literally, visible. The conceptualization of the Anthropocene as
an epoch that is very much conditioned by the economic, the historical
and the social and, most importantly perhaps, by the spatiotemporal (i.e.
the West), helps explain why the narratives of “the end” and “the after”
prevail. They rely on culturally inscribed teleological narratives found
in the Bible and privilege stories of the apocalypse, seen as both “the
end” and the lessons that it brings (De Cristofaro 3), at the expense
of the more complex perspective of the longue durée. In aligning “the
monumentalism of national modernity” with “the monumentalism
of the apocalypse” (Nixon 157), they either relegate the “deep time
perspective” to the periphery or make it function in terms of the
temporal “other.” This is not to say that the disastrous impact of humans
on the environment should be downplayed but rather points to the fact
that looking at the Anthropocene through the human(istic) notions of
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narrative and temporality reveals structures that are framed by older
narrative concepts, such as, for example, the “artistic chronotope”
(Bakhtin 84-85). It is through these “tamed” forms of conceptualizing
time that contemporary American comics venture into, explore, and
engage with deep time, attempting to represent the “complex, paradoxical
temporality” (Farrier 6) of the human epoch.

Crucially, the ability of comics to tell and structure stories depends
on the intersections between space and time. Scott McCloud has famously
defined comics as “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in a deliberate
sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic
response in the viewer” (9). In comics, time is coded in space (McCloud
100-07), as the reader/viewer actively moves from one panel to another,
and the shape and the size of the panel, as well as the width of the gutter (the
empty space between the panels) all play a role in how the reader/viewer
perceives time in the story. Moving from panel to panel, from one temporal
moment to the next, the reader/viewer is (self-)consciously made aware of
how the physicality of the medium codes time. In classic comics theory,
the process of “closure,” which McCloud defines as the “phenomenon
of observing the parts but perceiving the whole” (63), allows the reader/
viewer to bridge the gaps between the panels, thus co-creating the story.
More often than not, however, the artist chooses to challenge the reader/
viewer’s need for “closure.” Nick Sousanis talks about how the “spatial
interplay of the sequential and the simultaneous imbues comics with a dual
nature—both tree-like, hierarchical and rhizomatic” (62). Respectively,
Hillary Chute observes that

comics can retrack narrative, confuse the eye, offer multiple directions
of reading. . . . While a visual rhythm is sometimes established (through
panelization, through colour), as regular in these texts, it is just often as
not. . .. There are two broad senses of rhythm at work here: the rhythm
of the reader’s acquisition of the text, and the material, visual rhythm of
the created page, in which a trace of the imaginary, projected regularity
of the grid is always present. (36-37)

Time, both “readerly” and “narrative,” and space lie at the heart of comics’
storytelling. All three analyzed comics, in their own respective ways, point
to and critically engage with this phenomenon, exploring the links between
temporality and the narrative (form). To paraphrase David Farrier’s claim
in Anthropocene Poetics, 1 suggest that “the environmental crisis is also
a crisis of ” (6) form, with contemporary comics artists seeking new ways
of representing time on the page, often by experimenting with the classic
grid structure.
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“YOU FIND YOURSELF IN THE CIRCLE”

In his most recent work, Paying the Land, Joe Sacco, an acclaimed comics
journalist, tells the story of the Dene, an Indigenous people who have
lived in the Mackenzie River Valley in the Northwest Territories of Canada
for centuries, and their response to the agents of the Anthropocene:
the Canadian government, with its drive towards “modernity,” and
corporations mining for oil, gas and diamonds. Drawing on the opposition
between ecology and “progress,” Paying the Land examines whether
empathy can stop capitalistic exploitation of Indigenous communities and
the land which they cherish.

The story opens with a chapter entitled “You Find Yourself in the
Circle” (3-22), in which Paul Andrew, one of the Dene people, explains
to Sacco (who both acknowledges and accepts his role as a Westerner and
therefore acknowledges and accepts his own limitations) how his tribe
has “always” lived. The people were close to the land and the animals and
rarely had “contact with the outside world” (4). The question of time is
addressed early in the conversation. Sacco asks about “keeping track of
time” (11), which is in itself a very Western concept, and Andrew responds
that “the environment dictates” (11) and governs time. The concept of
Western linear time, of progress, is thus conceptualized in relation to
cycles and “circles.” “You find yourself in the circle,” Andrew explains,
“you work yourself in[to] the circle of that community” (17), which is as
much human as more-than-human. A special bond with place, a “unique
and complex ensemble—rooted in the past and growing into a future”
(Tuan 388), as opposed to space, is emphasized. And while the tensions
between the need to tackle unemployment and poverty among the Dene
and “the responsibilities of environmental stewardship” (Sacco, Paying
the Land 42) are also acknowledged,? it is nevertheless apparent that the
Dene have responsibility towards nature. “Progress” and “modernity” are
brought by the West, Catholic missionaries, the residential school system,
foresting companies, and mining consortiums, and the tribe struggles to
come to terms with the fact that they cannot protect what they consider
to be their land (“their” in terms of a connection to the place; Sacco
dedicates his book to “the people of the land”), because they do not own it
(in the Western legal sense of the word). “Progress to us means becoming
a wiser person,” Richard Nerysoo, one of the Dene interviewed by Sacco
asserts, “it means living with the land and nature as close as possible”

2 The Dene, as a people, want a future, also an economic one. Darrell Beaulieu,

“president and CEO of Denendeh Investments, which promotes the economic growth of
the Dene first nations” (42) interviewed by Sacco, observes that people ““are not going to
stop’ taking what they need. . .. ‘It’s just a matter of how we do that’™” (43).
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(69). “Ownership is not how we look at the land” (200), another person
asserts. Sacco thus sets up the same kind of temporal conflict that Nixon
has described as a conflict between “the short-termers who arrive (with
their official landscape maps) to extract, despoil, and depart and the long-
termers who must live inside the ecological aftermath” (17). The dividing
line between the Western and the Indigenous understanding of existence
and time is thus clearly marked and, in the complex network of demarcation
lines that this narrative presents and operates within, will only deepen.
And while the story seems to operate with(in) binary oppositions, it does
so self-consciously and therefore, paradoxically, critically. Sacco realizes
how limiting binary oppositions are and yet, as a Westerner, cannot help
but refer to them.

This point of divergence is marked at the end of the opening chapter.
Sacco interrupts and intervenes in Andrew’s tale, saying: “Okay. This is
very fascinating, but I guess we should get to the point where a plane
[which took young Andrew to a residential school] shows up” (Sacco,
Paying the Land 22). He is bored. He wants action and cannot conceive
of (narrative) time in terms of duration. Or perhaps he is testing the
contemporary reader/viewer who might be on “an insatiable—and often
insensate—quest for quicker sensation” (Nixon 8). Henceforth, the
narrative will operate as if on two temporal levels.> One is linear and Sacco,
as a Western journalist is critical of it and yet finds it difficult to ignore it.
While he criticizes the narrative of capitalist progress, he still thinks about
(hi)story in terms of the impending end. Linear time must come to an end.
The environmental apocalypse is upon us. This is probably why, despite
the claim made by Andrew in the opening chapter, Sacco structures the
history of the Dene in a linear fashion, albeit with some hints of modernist
disruption, fragmentation, and achronological order (e.g., the plane he asks
about in the opening chapter only appears on page 120), as these are the
formal tools that he has at his disposal as a Western writer. He visualizes
the struggle of the people over the last 600 years as a “line” of key events,
including the Doctrine of Discovery, first contact with the colonizers,
claiming of the land, the introduction of the residential school system,
urbanization and the exploitation of natural resources, highlighting the
fact that, as Nixon observes, “[n]arratives of national development are
partial narratives” in which Indigenous communities function as objects
but not subjects (150).

3 It should be noted that Sacco has experimented with the representation of time

in his previous works. In The Great War: July 1, 1916: The First Day of the Battle of the
Somme (2013), he explored the format of the panorama in/as comics. It both combines and
juxtaposes sequentiality and continuity.
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The other, circular, temporal plane is developed concurrently by
Andrew. He speaks in the opening and the final chapters, entitled
respectively “You Find Yourself in the Circle” and “The Circle is Closed,”
opposing the linear perspective of the Western narrative with its drive
towards the end. In “bending” time, the story does not negate the
possibility of the apocalypse but rather points to what Rob Nixon calls
“slow violence,” namely

a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed
destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence
that 1s typically not viewed as violence at all. Violence is customarily
conceived as an event or action that is immediate in time, explosive
and spectacular in space, and as erupting into instant sensational
visibility. ... [W]e also need to engage the representational, narrative, and
strategic challenges posed by the relative invisibility of slow violence. (2)

The poor and the vulnerable, such as the Dene, fall victim to “slow
violence” and, importantly, recognize that fact. Their perspective extends
beyond “instant sensational visibility,” which is probably what made Sacco
interrupt Andrew in the opening chapter, and also embraces the timespan
over which “slow violence” extends, as some of the changes may only
be observed on such a plane. The Dene People acknowledge and oppose
both “reckless corporate short-termism” (Nixon 22) and long-term
“unnoticeable” environmental degradation, e.g., the fact that the local
mine has “produced 237,000 tons” of the highly toxic arsenic trioxide
dust which is literally hidden deep inside the mine (Sacco, Paying the Land
247-48). The “circular” plane also implies a constant, unending, sense of
responsibility for the land, which is something that may not be found in
the linear perspective, as the latter tends to (dis)place that burden onto
future generations.

In the closing chapter, Andrew once again addresses Sacco, and
through him, the reader/viewer. He asserts that “Indigenous people
should not await validation from the non-aboriginal world” and baffles
the comics journalist with the claim that the Dene “have something to go
back to” (254). “Go back?,” Sacco (255) asks in disbelief, as this statement
challenges his forward-looking narrative of the impending end. For the
Dene People, “going back” means both literally going back to the old
ways of living, with one young member of the tribe, Eugene Boulanger,
describing how spending time in his ancestral hunting grounds made him
see himself “in the continuum of [his] ancestry” (258), and asserting that
the “circle” is complete by “being responsible enough to provide this
experience for those ones who aren’t here yet” (258).

7
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Paying the Land operates on both temporal planes, the linear and
the circular, pointing to what Farrier calls “the Anthropocenic moment”
(128)—a moment in which one realizes the “rift” between the actual and
the imagined outcome—in this case, the “rift” between the “end” and the
possibility and the dream of the “after.” The function of “the Anthropocenic
moment,” Farrier further observes, is to force one into the position of
responsibility: “[I]n focusing attention back on us, it asks the question, what
will you do?” (128). Sacco seems to direct this question at both the reader/
viewer and himself. It is as if he is working against himself as the narrator and
the character; indeed, the comics journalist regularly positions himself in his
graphic narratives in a self-reflective and contradictory place (Dong 39-53).
He seems to recognize the fact that “[c]omics grammar exhibits the legibility
of double narration—and stages disjunctions between presence and absence
and between word and image—in order to pressure linearity, causality, and
sequence” (Chute 206). Torn between his roles as Sacco-the-narrator and
Sacco-the-character, Sacco-the-Westerner and Sacco-the-critic of Western
modernity and progress, he builds a story that combines contradictory linear
and circular planes. The pages are not organized in a grid-like sequential
manner: Sacco employs sequences of panels, of different sizes and shapes,
drawings without frames and full-page images interchangeably, saturating
his work with visual details. The reader/viewer cannot decide on or fall into
a steady rhythm of reading (as is the case with consistent grid-based layouts
made of panels of the same size) and has to navigate their way through
the graphic narrative, looking for closure and at the same time accepting
the gaps, inconsistencies and conflicting temporalities. In and of itself, the
medium of comics self-consciously draws the reader/viewer’s attention to
time, i.e. the time that is required to read a single page and the time coded in
the spatial arrangement of panels and gutters. Indeed, “Sacco’s investment in
slowing readers down and asking them to grapple with producing meaning
is a deliberate technique,” Chute writes, “positioned both against the global
news media’s propensity to offer quickly consumed visual spectacles and
against the restless acceleration of information” (202). Forced to position
themselves in-between the linear and the circular plane, the reader/viewer
is also constantly reminded of complex approaches to temporality in the
Anthropocene in and through the process of reading.

APOCALYPSE NOW?

Scott Snyder and Paquette’s contemporary rendition of Swamp Thing:
Protector of the Green, arguably the most commercial text of the three
analyzed graphic narratives, may be read in terms of extending and
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commenting on the questions raised in Paying the Land. While the
perspective of the Indigenous people gives way to a medley of science-
fiction and superhero fiction, Swamp Thing—the history of which dates
back to the 1970s—is not only a narrative of the environmental apocalypse
but also a story of ecological reconciliation and regeneration extending
beyond the human/nature divide.

In contrast to the more reflective perspective presented in Sacco’s
work, Swamp Thing is a popular narrative guided by superhero conventions
which by definition relies on the “instant sensational visibility” criticized by
Nixon (2). The narrative of the environmental apocalypse is thus perceived
as integral to the genre, imbuing it with action and suspense. As Erik
Swyngedouw points out, in the context of the ongoing environment crisis,
such narratives are considered even more entertaining, because “sustaining
and nurturing apocalyptic imaginaries is an integral and vital part of the
new cultural politics of capitalism. . . . At the symbolic level, apocalyptic
imaginaries are extraordinarily powerful in disavowing or displacing
social conflict and antagonisms” (219). In other words, environmental
apocalyptic narratives are so appealing because they replace actual politics
(responsibility held by national governments, international organizations
and individuals in the affluent West) with a call to action that functions at
the basic archetypical level of a battle between good and evil, superheroes
and villains. Furthermore, as Swyngedouw explains, this “environmentally
apocalyptic future” tends to be “forever postponed,” looming over the
world as constant threat which “neither promises redemption nor does it
possess a name; it is pure negativity” (219). In Swamp Thing’s universe,
the apocalypse is indeed “forever postponed,” insofar as social and political
mechanism described by Swyngedouw is combined with the formal
limitations of comics as a serial (not to be confused with sequential)
product: new narratives must be constantly produced and consumed.

Specifically, in Swamp Thing, the reader/viewer enters into a world
where three forces—the green (the force of plant life), the red (the
force of animal life), and the rot (the force of death)—are managed
and kept in check by their respective avatars. In Snyder and Paquette’s
story, the balance among the three forces is disrupted, as Dr. Alec
Holland, the person chosen to take on the role of “the protector of the
green,” the titular Swamp Thing, abandons his mission. The apocalypse
narrative, envisioned as the ultimate fight between the forces of good and
evil, begins when the powerful avatar of the rot, a flesh-eating monster,
is awakened and unleashed from the depths of the Earth. The force
that is threatening the environment is, in keeping with Swyngedouw’s
remarks, depoliticized, not to say apolitical, and functions only as “pure
negativity” (219). It is not a man-made threat, and neither is it conceived
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in terms of the consequences of man’s actions. Instead, as Swamp Thing
explains, the rot “makes his home in the world’s most barren places, places
where the green is weak” (Snyder and Paquette n.pag.) and functions as
a conceptual antithesis of the green. Swyngedouw explains that such
populistic, or in the context of this graphic narrative, popular visions
emphasize the threat and downplay the responsibility for it, insofar as
“[w]e are all potential victims. “THE’ Environment and “THE’ People,
Humanity as a whole in a material and philosophical manner, are invoked
and called into being. . . . However, the ‘people” here are not constituted
as heterogeneous political subjects, but as universal victims, suffering
from processes beyond their control” (221).

Human, though still depoliticized, agency is only invoked in the figure
of the saviour, when Dr. Alec Holland eventually accepts his mission,
morphing into a human-plant hybrid. In a process of environmental
transformation, the human (“the flesh,” “the red”) bonds with the green;
eventually “the body beneath dies” but the consciousness is “given over
to the green in full, never to uproot or walk again” (Snyder and Paquette
n.pag.). It is as much a physical (material) as mental experience, with Alec
feeling “the carbon dioxide from [his] lungs being taken in, like a second
breathing in [his] own body” (n.pag.). Reluctant at first, “[t]he Swamp
Thing comes to realize that he incorporates both the human and the green
within a sacred whole; he embodies the trans-corporeal intra-action of all
life” (Klassen 173). While the rot is only death, Swamp Thing seems to
embody the cycle of matter: the human flesh will eventually die and nurture
the green, giving rise to new life. “It’s like living in a haunted body,” the
creature observes, “I’m still me, still Alec, but I feel whatit feels too” (Snyder
and Paquette n.pag.). Apart from posthumanist interpretations, according
to which the creature “dissolves the very categories of ‘normal,” ‘natural,’
and ‘human’ (Klassen 173), Swamp Thing embodies a world that does
not end in apocalypse, but in ecological reconciliation and regeneration,
as the human and the natural become one. Human temporal perspective
shifts as a result. Instead of thinking in terms of one or two generations,
Dr. Alec Holland opens himself up to the possibility of “deep time.” “Even
my thoughts are divided,” Swamp Thing explains, “I have my life, my
memories, and I have the memories and history of the green” (Snyder and
Paquette n.pag.). While such a realization is not in itself a solution to the
environmental crisis, it is a vital alternative, insofar as the negative “end”
is replaced with a hopeful sense of “the after.” And, especially considering
the sensationalist aspects of the apocalyptic temporality to which I return
below, the latter presents itself as a more responsible response.

The sensationalist drive towards the apocalypse that lies at the heart of
what is essentially an action-driven graphic narrative means that the story
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must end with a battle between good and evil, between environmental
degradation and reconciliation. In a dramatic twist, Alec-turned-Swamp
Thing appears to lose to the rot, while the green mourns. The story
teeters on the brink of an apocalyptic ending, the triumph of death and
destruction, only to be continued when the Swamp Thing is reborn after
five years. Both his human flesh and his green exterior are regenerated by
trees endowed with a form of consciousness, who help him realize that
environmental regeneration takes time. In contrast to Nixon’s discourse
of “slow violence” developed in Sacco’s Paying the Land, the sensationalist,
fast-paced, narrative of Swamp Thing engages with what Chakrabarty
refers to as the (political) paradox of inhabiting “two presents™:

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? (30)

Swamp Thing, as a narrative, seems to “inhabit two presents at the same
time.” On the one hand, the reader/viewer is presented with an exciting,
colourful, suspense-driven story of the impending environmental
apocalypse. A classic grid-like structure of frames and gutters gives way
to more organic and irregular panel division and numerous splashes (full-
page images) and bleeds (images which extend over two or more pages),
which grab the reader/viewer’s attention (Petersen 150-55) and at the same
time propel the story. Bleeds, in particular, “are, by their nature, violent.
The image’s domination of the page is striking and demands the reader’s
complete attention” (Earle 49). Swamp Thing thus capitalizes on the fast
pace with which the environmental apocalypse approaches, exploiting this
theme for the sake of “action,” but it also points to the “instantaneous”
aspect of the ongoing changes, even if they might appear to be “slow”
for humans. Coded in the very character of the human/nature hybrid is
a perspective of “deep time,” not only as regards the lifespan of greenery
but also as regards environmental regeneration.

FROM NOTHING TO NOTHING

The contradictory temporal perspectives explored in Sacco’s Paying the
Land and Snyder and Paquette’s Swamp Thing are further investigated and
challenged by Robert McGuire in Here. Here builds on and deconstructs
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the narrative of progress, or the concept of narrative as such, demonstrating
how a specific location has and will be transformed from 3,000,500,000 BCE
to 22,175 CE, offering the reader/viewer a non-chronological “deep-time”
perspective on environmental changes. Here demonstrates how limited
human temporality is, much in keeping with Jan Zalasiewicz’s* distinction
between human-centred and planet-centred thinking (29-30), on which
Chakrabarty also comments, explaining that we are, naturally, predisposed
to think in terms of “human time” rather than “geological time” (9-11).
Still, Chakrabarty continues, considering how unimaginable the latter is in
the context of the horizon within which most humans operate, “geological
time” is also tinged with human bias, because “[b]oth 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” (12).

Respectively, the concept of “an” (as in one in many in geological
history), as opposed to “the” (as in the one and final), apocalypse, an end,
or “loss,” are rendered both central and peripheral in Here. On the one
hand, even in the act of challenging it, Here does present the reader/viewer
with a narrative, a comics sequence, with a beginning and an end,’ out of
which “time,” associated with either “hope or despair,” may arise. On the
other hand, in its temporal scope, it actively engages with a “deep-time”
perspective (in an ironic gesture, McGuire draws a scene in which a person
living in 1986 is wearing a T-shirt which reads “Future transitional fossil”),
demonstrating that the trajectory of geological time involves a movement
from “nothing” to “nothing™:

Yet if we pan out from such spatiotemporally specific instances of
extinction to assume the “deep-time” perspective often invoked in
discussions of the so-called Anthropocene, it could appear that loss is
the name of the game. To go back to very deepest notions of time, if
current cosmological models are accepted as roughly accurate, what we
know of, what we see as, this particular universe appears to start from
nothing and could quite possibly end as nothing. (Jones, Rigby and
Williams 391)

* Jan Zalasiewicz is Professor of Palaeobiology and chair of the Anthropocene
Working Group. He has published widely on the concept of the Anthropocene in geology
and commented on how “the Anthropocene,” as a concept, functions in the humanities.

5 It should be emphasized that it is true for the book format of Here, which is
the dominant format in the English-speaking countries. In Poland, Here was published
in the form of 154 unbound cards which the reader/viewer may arrange freely, be it in
a chronological or non-chronological order, which further challenges the notions of
narrativity and causality.
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Here essentially depicts a movement from “nothing” to “nothing,”
albeit in a manner that tames it for the reader/viewer. Comprising
approximately 150 double-page images (the pages are not numbered)
which interconnect and overlap, it begins and ends with the same
image of a room in 2014. Space and time are thus domesticated and
sympathetic to the human scale, and Anthropos appears to frame the
story, insofar as “to acknowledge the word home is to turn to spatial,
temporal, and material scales that are distinguished from deep-time or
primordial sources” (Jones, Rigby and Williams 392). This domestic
human perspective, however, is quickly challenged as the reader/viewer
enters deeper into the story.

With every turn of the page, new temporal shifts take place. At first,
they are relatively small, insofar as they embrace the human lifespan: the
reader/viewer moves from 2014 to 1957, then 1942, 2007, and then back
to 1957. Nothing much changes except the decor in the room. Then, over
three consecutive pages, the temporal shifts extend, as one travels from
1757 to 1623, back to the 1950s, and then to 8,000 BC, and to 1,009 BC.
Concurrently, apart from the dominant temporal frame, minor “time
portals” open in the form of smaller frames dispersed over the double-
page. Such a structure, one which involves major temporal shifts and
minor cross-temporal insights, is in itself a commentary on the differences
in the perception of time.® “Time portals” also further complicate a non-
chronological narrative by opening passages to other moments in time,
demonstrating how brief human presence appears to be against the
background of “deep time.”

That is not to say, however, that it is inconsequential. The dominant
image of a living room, which is originally read in terms of the safe
and the domestic, transforms to signify “human presence,” which is, as
“human time” progresses, more and more threatening and damaging.
Over the course of three double-page images, the reader/viewer
witnesses the changes which have taken place in the natural landscape
over 300 years. Vast virgin forests fill the pages which show the world
in 1573 and 1637; yet, this vision is interrupted by, respectively, two
smaller “time portals” placed next to one another on the facing pages.
The panel on the right-hand side shows the beginnings of deforestation
in 1763 (and the displacement of the Indigenous people) and the panel
on the left-hand side shows the living room in 1989, with the forest
completely gone (fig. 1).

¢ Paradoxically, double pages in general suggest a slower pace of reading than the

classic grid structure. Instead of moving from one scene to the next quickly, one lingers on
the page.
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Fig. 1. Double-page from Richard McGuire’s Here (2014). The beginnings of
deforestation. HERE. Copyright © 2014, Richard McGuire, used by permission
of The Wylie Agency (UK) Limited.

The reader/viewer actually learns (more than 50 pages) later that the
forest had been wiped away by 1906, as the double-page image shows
a row of houses in its place, with the “time-transgressive human-altered”
archaeosphere (Zalasiewicz 35) extending everywhere. The layering of
different temporal perspectives on the same and across multiple pages,
yet always in the same place, creates “a cross-temporal intimacy,” which is
crucial because “through space, we can elucidate the binds of capitalism,
colonialism, and neoliberalism so central to progressive time” (Sobelle
212). Over the next pages, the reader/viewer once again jumps in time,
from the 1770s to the 1980s, back to the original “nothing” (an undefined
space filled with clouds) in 3,000,500,000 BCE, and then to two future
apocalypses, one around 2111, when humanity disappears from the picture
and a vast ocean covers the Farth, and one in 2313, when humans reappear
only to be faced with a (man-made?) bio- and radioactive catastrophe
which forces them to walk in protective suits on what has now turned into
a barren desert (fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. Double-page from Richard McGuire’s Here (2014). Bio- and radioactive
catastrophe. HERE. Copyright © 2014, Richard McGuire, used by permission
of The Wylie Agency (UK) Limited.

While it is at this point that the narrative ends for humans, which is an
apocalyptic narrative and temporal development that Paying the Land and
Swamp Thing envisioned but never realized, “the after” is still viable for
the Earth. In 22,175, Here’s chronological end point, nature is reborn and
new more-than-human lifeforms appear. Is this a warning for humans and/
or a “happy ending” for the environment which is finally liberated? It is
for the reader/viewer, the co-creator of the story, to decide. Still, while the
final geological “nothing” is not shown, the pressure of “deep time” coded
in Here, combined with a human yearning for (comics) closure, point to it.

CONCLUSION

In navigating their ways through the stories and temporalities of “the
end,” “the after” and “the longue durée,” Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land, Scott
Snyder and Yanick Paquette’s Swamp Thing and Richard McGuire’s Here
acknowledge the apocalypse but also present scenarios in which human
and more-than-human life continues. As such, they engage with both the
more contemporary understanding of the apocalypse as “a catastrophe
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of overwhelming proportions and dystopian consequences that leads to
the end of the world as we know it” and the more traditional definition
according to which “‘apocalypse’ is essentially about a ‘revelation’ of
a sense-making utopian teleology” (De Cristofaro 3). The environmental
apocalypse envisioned in the three analyzed comics is thus transformed
into a story of regeneration and/or warning.

Still, as products of Western, American culture, in equal measure
responding to, and resulting from, the Anthropocene, these texts make
the reader/viewer reflect on time, temporality, and the future as narratives.
Looking at the three texts reversedly, Here, one of the most thoughtful
representations and meditations on time, makes us realize that, as Timothy
Clark observes, “[v]iewed on very long time scales, human history and
culture can take on unfamiliar shapes, as work in environmental history
repeatedly demonstrates” (54). Addressing the “deep time” perspective, or
the movement from “nothing to nothing,” Here self-consciously points to
its own futility as a narrative. Nature, not narrative, will ultimately survive,
the comic seems to suggest. This, in turn, makes one approach the highly
commercial Swamp Thing with ironic distance. While all of us want to see
good triumph over evil and witness the victory of the more-than-human
hybrid of the human and the natural over death, the repercussions of
falling for such an apocalyptic scenario, as explained by Swyngedouw, are
potentially catastrophic. Still, the possibility of human and environmental
reconciliation and regeneration coded in Swamyp Thing, which opens up the
“deep time” perspective, may be instrumental in realizing the difference
between the pace of the ongoing environmental degradation for humans
and for the planet, insofar as what is slow in human terms becomes
instantaneous for ecosystems. These competing perspective of “slow” and
“fast” are also explored in Paying the Land. In stark contrast to Swamp
Thing, Sacco explores how the Dene fall victim to “slow violence” (Nixon
2), actively structuring his comic in such a way as to make the reader/
viewer realize the conflicting temporalities in/of the Anthropocene.

Ultimately, while all three texts differ in their visions of time and
degree of complexity (after all, they are also conditioned by genre, insofar
as comics journalism and superhero comics work with different comics
traditions), what unites them is that they make the reader/viewer reflect
on their role in the narrative and, by extension, in real life, asking whether
environmentally destructive culture can change. To quote Clark, these
texts ask whether “human capacity for engagement” may extend “beyond
certain scales in time and space” (182). As much as the reader/viewer looks
for closure, a moral, an unequivocal and optimistic “yes,” the answer may
be a form of an Anthropocenic cul-de-sac because the discussed narratives
and their temporalities are only human.
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Winter’s Tales®

1. CHRISTMAS EVE 2050

Jane tucked the pie into the oven, wound the timer, and found herself
blinking back tears. It was going to be a good Christmas this year, for
the first time in too long. For once they’d been able to get a Christmas
ham, and though they’d had to hoard ration coupons all year to do it, she
didn’t regret all those dinners of squash and beans from the garden out
back. There were presents for the children, candles for the table, more than
enough food for everybody: just like old times.

It wasn’t just Christmas, either: life was good, better than it had been
since the years before the war. She and Joe had good jobs at the metal
recycling plant down the street; she did bookkeeping, and he’d just been
promoted to shift foreman. Nothing the plant used was likely to hubbert
any time soon, too, so their jobs would be around for a while. Inflation
was low enough you hardly noticed it, not much more than thirty per cent
a year since the latest currency reform. Food still cost too much, but you
could count on getting it, and electricity was cheaper now that the new
solar plant was online most of the time.

“Honey?” Joe’s voice, calling from the living room. “Everybody’s ready.”

“I’'m on my way.” She took off the oven mitts and went out of the
kitchen to where Joe and the children were waiting.

Memories from Jane’s childhood jarred against the cramped little
living room, the one bare light bulb hanging from the middle of the ceiling,
the radio playing tinny holiday music in one corner. Back then, Christmas
meant snow, colored lights, the balsam scent of a Christmas tree, crowds
of relatives from all over, TV and internet entertainment blaring in the
background. All of that was long gone, of course. Snow hadn’t fallen since
the big methane spike in °24 sent the climate reeling. Electricity cost too
much to waste, and nobody cut down trees these days, though it wasn’t
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a labor camp offense any more, the way it was when fuel ran short during
the war. Traveling across country was for soldiers, prisoners, government
officials, and the very rich; TVs were too expensive for most people, and
the government and the army hoarded what was left of the internet after
e-warfare and electricity shortages got through with it. Still, there were
cards and decorations on the Christmas shelf, and stockings to hang
beneath.

They always opened one special present each on Christmas eve, but
stockings had to go up first, and that brought a sad moment. She and Joe
hung theirs, then stepped aside for Joe Jr. He had three stockings in his
hands: one for himself and two for the children they’d lost. With all the
solemnity a twelve-year-old could muster, he put the stockings on their
hooks: one for him; one for Cathy, who died age three from drug-resistant
pneumonia; one for Brett, who died age seven when the hemorrhagic fever
came through in ’45. Then he stepped aside, too, and turned to look at the
fourth person there.

Molly wasn’t Jane’s daughter, though it was hard for both of them
to remember that sometimes. She was the child of their friends Bill and
Erica. Bill was a derivatives salesman who got caught cooking his books
in the crash of 41, went to labor camp, and died there. A very pregnant
Erica moved in with Jane and Joe, gave birth to Molly, and lived with them
until the same epidemic that killed Brett took her too. So Molly had three
stockings of her own to hang. She was small for her eight years, and had to
stretch to get the stockings on their hooks.

Once all the stockings were in place, Joe crossed the room to his
armchair, sat down with a grin, and took four small packages from under
the end table with the air of a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat. Each
one was wrapped in a bright scrap of cloth. Jane recalled wrapping paper
from her own childhood, used once and thrown away, and wondered why
anyone even in those days put up with such waste. Didn’t people have
better things to do with all the money they used to have? Jane was more
sensible; once the family’s presents were unwrapped, the cloth wrappings
went back to the quilt drawer where they came from.

Joe Jr. got his present unwrapped first. “Sweet,” he said in awed
tones. “Look at it.” The slide rule sparkled as numbers slid smoothly
past one another. He had a gift for math, so his teachers said, and he’d
won a cheap slide rule in a contest when the government launched
a Sustainability Initiative two years back. The government was always
launching Sustainability Initiatives, but this one actually made some sense:
pocket calculators cost close to a month’s wages these days, and word on
the street was that some of the minerals needed for the chips were about
to hubbert, so Jane and Joe worked extra hours to afford a professional
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model. Joe Jr. would need tech skills and an exempt job to stay out of the
army; even with the war over, going into the army meant coming home
maimed or dead too often to take any chances.

The wrappings of Molly’s present came open a moment later to
reveal two books with bright flimsy covers. Jane caught the flicker of
disappointment before the child put on a bright smile. Molly hadn’t tested
high enough to get into charter school, and since the war, that meant no
school at all unless she could get her scores up next year. She was bright
enough, and good at math, but reading was a challenge. One of the old
women who kept themselves fed tending and teaching the local children
guessed that Molly had dyslexia, but what exactly that meant and what
could be done about it, Jane had never been able to learn. She gave Molly
a hug, hoping she would understand.

She and Joe opened their presents, knowing that each contained
something they already owned—one of Joe’s ties and a pair of Jane’s
earrings, wrapped up late at night so the children wouldn’t know. After
the slide rule, Molly’s books, and the ham, there wasn’t money for more
luxuries. The rest of the presents, the ones that would wait for morning,
were clothes and other necessities. They always were; it would take much
better times to change that.

A chime from the kitchen caught everyone’s attention. “That’s the
pie,” she said. “First one in to help set the table gets an extra slice.” The slice
was for Molly, of course, though Joe Jr. made a game of it, racing her into
the kitchen and losing on purpose. Jane and Joe followed at a less hectic
pace. The four of them had the table set in minutes: ham and applesauce,
sweet potatoes, cabbage, mashed carrots, a plate of homemade Christmas
candies, and the squash pie steaming over on the counter: more food in
one place than Jane ever thought she’d see again during the worst part of
the war, enough for everyone to get gloriously overfull for a change. The
plates and silver were Bill and Erica’s, real 20™-century stuff.

They mumbled their way through grace, an old habit not yet quite
put away. Jane and Joe had belonged to one of the Christian churches
years back, but drifted away around the time the last traces of religion got
shouldered aside in favor of political propaganda for one of the prewar
parties, she didn’t remember which. These days, you saw a lot of churches
lying empty or converted to something else. Most of the really religious
people Jane knew belonged to some other faith, Buddhist, Gaian, Seven
Powers, or what have you. She’d thought more than once recently about
visiting the Gaian church up the street. The Gaians took care of their own,
and that appealed to her a good deal.

Sheloaded her plate with food, glanced at the window. Warm December
rain spattered against it, blurred the windows of the apartment building
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across the street into vague yellow rectangles and turned the unlit street
into pure darkness. Joe Jr. chattered about the slide rule and his hopes of
getting an apprenticeship with an engineer someday. Jane glanced across
the table at Molly, then, and saw past the taut smile to the too familiar look
of disappointment in her eyes.

Somehow that was the thing that brought the memories surging back
up: memories of Christmases from Jane’s childhood, when her family lived
in a sprawling suburban house with its own big yard and the world still
seemed to work. She remembered snowmen in the yard and sled tracks
down the street; the big Christmas tree in the corner of a living room
bigger than their apartment was now, sparkling with lights and decorations;
dinners where even the leftovers made a bigger meal than anyone could
eat; driving—in a car, like rich people!—to a bright sprawling space called
a shopping mall, where anything you could think of could be bought for
money you didn’t even have yet; gifts that didn’t have to have any use in
the world except the delight they brought to some child’s eyes; all the
extravagant graces of a world that didn’t exist anymore.

Tears welled up again, but they were tears of anger. Why, goddammir?
She flung the question at the memories, the bright clean well-fed faces of
her childhood. Why did you have to waste so much and leave so little?

Joe saw the tears, but misread them. “Beautiful, isn’t it? Just like old
times.”

She kept her smile in place with an effort. “Yes. Yes, of course.”

2. SOLSTICE 2100

Bits of windblown rubbish clattered down the street as Molly reached for
the doorlatch. She’d been at church most of the day helping get everything
ready for the solstice ritual, and had come home now only because the
boy would be back from school soon and would need some getting ready
himself. For that matter, she had a few preparations of her own to make,
and one more than anything else. She opened the door, closed it quick
behind her to keep dust out.

Once inside she took off coat and dust scarf, shook out hair the color
of old iron, brushed dust off her hands: no water to spare for washing them,
not since autumn rains failed this year. Still, the little two-room shack was
as clean as dry rags and a meticulous eye could make it. The few furnishings
she had—table and two chairs, cooking stove, cupboard, washboard and
washtub—glinted in the vague light from the four small windows; not
a spot of rust on any of them, and not because the blacksmith who made
them used some fancy metal, either. Good plain salvaged iron kept if you
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took care of it, and it didn’t put a burden on Earth Mother or stray into the
extravagance that got Old Time people in so much trouble with Her.

Knowing the boy would be home soon, she went into the bedroom
right away, stepped past the two iron bedsteads to the room’s far end
and unlocked one of the trunks there. Homespun was good enough for
everyday but holidays called for better. She considered, chose a dress the
color of Earth Mother’s own good green, set it on her bed. That would do.
A small box inside the trunk gave up a pair of earrings with bright stones—
her mother’s, worn only on special days these twenty years now. Then, from
the bottom of the trunk, she pulled a package wrapped in coarse brown
cloth. Her hands shook a bit as she set it on the bed next to the dress.

A few minutes later, dressed for holiday, she came out of the bedroom
and put the package on the table. Clatter of the latch told her she was just
in time. The door flew open, letting in a cloud of dust and a boy, brown-
haired and barefoot, in clothes that had seen many better days.

“Earth’s sake, Joe, shut the door!” she chided. “You’ll let all the dust
off the street in with you.”

“Yes’m.” Abashed, the boy pulled the door shut, submitted to
a thorough dusting with the cleanest of the rags. “There,” Molly said.
“How was school today?”

That got her a sullen look. “I don’t want to go any more.”

She said nothing, pursed her lips. “I don’t,” the boy repeated. Then, in
a rush of words: “Pacho doesn’t have to go to school any more. He works
for his brother the savager.”

“Salvager,” she corrected.

“Everybody says it ‘savager.”

“You can say it however you want with your friends, but at home we
speak good English.”

Joe gave her an angry look. “Sal-vager. That’s what his brother does,
stripping metal in the towers, and Pacho helps him. He says his mom’s
happy ‘cause he’s bringing money home.”

“Because.”

Another look, angry and ashamed at the same time. “Because he’s
bringing money home. I bet I could make as much as he does, ‘stead—"
He caught himself, glared at her. “Instead of sitting in old man Wu’s house
and learning stuff that doesn’t matter any more anyway.”

So, Molly thought, it’s come to this already. “It matters more now
than it used to, back in Old Time. You look at Pacho now, and you think
he’s got a trade, he makes money, and that’s the end of it. But all he’ll ever
be is a salvager. You deserve better.”

He said nothing, met her gaze with a hard flat look. That angered her
more than anything he could have said. “You think school doesn’t matter,”

3]
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she snapped. “You don’t know how many times I cried because I didn’t get
to go to school, or how many times I did without because the jobs I could
get without schooling paid barely enough to live on. And I promised your
mother—” She hadn’t meant to bring up Linny, now of all times, but no
point in trying to unsay it. “I promised your mother you’d get an education
and I’'m not going to break that promise.”

Joelooked away, his face reddening, and Molly berated herself inwardly
for mentioning his parents. That had to sting, though Earth Mother knew
there were plenty of families in the same case these days, young and old
with no blood relation living together under one roof after plague and
famine and two civil wars finished with the people they called family
beforehand. At least she’d known Jeff and Linny back when Joe was born,
had changed his diapers and fed him goat milk from a bottle often enough
to feel like some sort of family.

Only one way to mend things, she decided. She’d meant to wait until
after church, but that couldn’t be helped. She went to the table. “Come
over here. I want to show you something.”

He came after a moment, still looking away, trying to hide the wetness
on his cheeks. Molly unwrapped the package, revealing an old book and
along thin shape in a case of cracked black plastic. “What’s that?” Joe asked.

“Take a look.”

He picked the case up, gave her a wary glance, opened it. The slide rule
caught the light as he took it out, numbers still readable on the yellowing
plastic. “Hoo! Where’d you savage this?”

She let it pass. “I didn’t. That belonged to my brother Joe. When he
died in the war, the army tried to send his things to my mother. We were
in the refugee camp by then, but one of the families who stayed behind in
our neighborhood kept the package for us until the fighting was over and
we came back. And this—” She pointed to the book. “This was just about
the only thing that didn’t get looted from our apartment. It’s one of Joe’s
schoolbooks, and it teaches how to use a slide rule like this one. You need
to stay in school so you can learn to read it.”

“I can read better than anybody in my class.”

“You can’t read this.” Meeting his angry look calmly: “Try it.”

That was a gamble—she couldn’t read more than a few words out of
the boy’s schoolbooks, for that matter—but as he flipped through the
pages and his shoulders hunched further and further up, she knew she’d
won it. “Tom Wu says you’re a better reader than anyone in your class, too.
That’s why it’s important for you to stay in school, so you can learn to read
this and books like it. Do you know what my brother was going to do with
his slide rule? He wanted to be an engineer, before they drafted him. He
wanted to make solar engines.”
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“Like the old rusty ones by the mill?”

“Yes. Nobody knows how to build them any more, or even how to
make the old ones work. Maybe you could figure that out. People would
be glad to get electricity again, you know.”

She watched his face, waited for the right moment, as dreams collided
somewhere back behind his eyes, Joe-the-salvager against Joe-the-engine-
maker, Joe-the-bringer-of-electricity. “That’s why,” she said, “I decided to
give these to you.” That got a sudden look, wide-eyed, no trace of the
sullen anger left. “But,” Molly went on, holding up one finger, “only if
you promise me you’ll stay in school. They would be wasted on a salvager.
They should go to someone who’ll learn how to do something with them.”

Joe opened his mouth, closed it, swallowed. “Okay,” he forced out.

“You promise you’ll stay in school? All the way through?”

“I promise.”

Molly allowed a smile, indicated the book. “Then they’re yours. You
can keep them in your trunk until you know what to do with them.” He
picked up the book and the wrapping cloth, gave her an uncertain look, as
though half expecting her to take them back. “While you’re putting them
there,” she said then, “you should get something nicer to wear, too, and
quickly. We shouldn’t be late for church, especially not on solstice day.”

“Yes’m.” He started toward the bedroom, stopped halfway there.
“Didn’t people use to give each other presents on solstice day?”

Memories jabbed at Molly: the apartment she’d grown up in, full of
soft furniture and the glow of electric light, scent of a big holiday dinner
wafting from the kitchen, new clothes every year and Christmas stockings
with real candy in them, and the look on her brother’s face when he got
the slide rule that Christmas when she was eight. People had so much back
then! “Yes,” she told the boy. “Yes, we did.”

His face grew troubled. “But wasn’t that wicked?”

“No.” Was it? She pushed the thought away. “There was plenty of
wickedness in Old Time, all that extravagance, and next to nobody sparing
so much as a thought for Mother Earth that gave them life. But I don’t
think it was wicked for my mother and father to give Joe a slide rule.”

Joe took that in. “Then this’ll be my solstice present,” he announced,
and took it into the bedroom.

3. NAWIDA 2150

“Mes Joe? She kee.”
The old man looked up from his book, saw the boy’s smiling brown
face at the door. “Da Manda Gaia?”
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“Ayah, en da gran house. Habby Nawida!” He grinned and scampered
off. Joe closed the book and rose slowly to his feet, wincing at the familiar
pain, as the habits of half a lifetime picked at the boy’s words. Nawida, that
was from old Spanish “Navidad.” Ironic that the name remained, when the
faith it came from was no more than a memory now. Half the words in
Alengo were like that, tenanted with the ghosts of old meanings like some
haunted building in the old ruins.

He got his cane and a bundle wrapped in cloth, looked out the open
door to make sure the rain would hold off a little longer. Out past the palms
and mango trees, dark clouds billowed against the southern sky. Those
promised another round of monsoon within a day or so, but overhead
the sky was clear and blue all the way to space. He nodded, left the little
thatched house and started down the broad dirt path that passed for the
little village’s main street.

Ghosts, he said to himself as a pig trotted across the way, heading
off into the rich green of the fields and the jungle beyond them. Alengo
itself—that had been “our lingo” back when it was a makeshift pidgin born
on the streets of a half-ruined city. Half Spanish, half English, half Mama
Gaia knew what, that was the old joke, but the drought years turned it
into a language of its own. These days people spoke Alengo all along the
coast from Tenisi west to the plains, and only a few old fools like Joe kept
English alive so that somebody could still read the old books.

He wondered what old Molly would have thought of that. She’d spent
most of his childhood bribing and browbeating him into learning as much
as she thought he could, and went to Mama Gaia convinced she hadn’t done
enough. He hadn’t expected to step into old Tom Wu’s footsteps as the village
schoolteacher, either, but somehow things turned out that way. Ghosts, he
said to himself again. It wasn’t just the language that they haunted.

Off to the left a stream that didn’t exist at all in the drought years
splashed its way between jagged lumps of concrete and young trees.
There stood the grandest and saddest ghost of all, the little brick building
they’d raised for the waterwheel-driven generator. What a project that
was! Dan the blacksmith, ten years in the Farth now, did all the ironwork
just for the fun of it, and a dozen others helped put up the building,
craft the waterwheel, and wind the coils. Even the village kids helped,
scrounging wire from the old ruins.

They got it working, too, turning out twelve volts DC as steady as you
please. That was when reality started whittling away at the dream of bringing
back Old Time technology, because they didn’t have a thing they could
do with that current. Light bulbs were out of reach—Joe worked out the
design for a vacuum pump, but nobody could craft metal to those tolerances
any more, never mind trying to find tungsten for filaments or gases for
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a fluorescent bulb—and though he got an electric motor built and running
after a lot more savaging, everything anyone could think of to do with it
could be done just as well or better by skilled hands with simpler tools.

Then someone savaged an Old Time refrigerator with coolant still in
the coils. For close on twenty years, that was the generator’s job, keeping
one battered refrigerator running so that everyone in the village had
cold drinks in hot weather and milk that didn’t sour. That refrigerator
accomplished one thing more, though, before it finally broke down for
good—it taught Joe the difference between a single machine and a viable
technology. It hurt to admit it, but without an industrial system backed
with cheap energy to churn out devices it could run, twelve volts of
electricity wasn’t worth much.

When the refrigerator rattled its last, then, Joe bartered the copper
from the wire—worth plenty in trade by then—for books for the village
school. He’d done well by it, too, and brought home two big dictionaries
and a matched set of books from Old Time called the Harvard Classics,
mostly by authors nobody in the village had ever heard of. His students got
plenty of good English prose to wrestle with, and the priestess borrowed
and copied out one volume from the set because it was by one of the minor
Gaian saints, a man named Darwin, and no one else had ever seen a copy.
Still, he’d kept one loop of wire from the generator as a keepsake, and left
another on Molly’s grave.

A voice broke into this thoughts: “Ey, Mes Joe!” A young man came
past him, wearing nothing but the loincloth most men wore these days.
Eddie, Joe remembered after a moment, Eddie sunna Sue—hardly anybody
used family names any more, just the simple mother-name with a bit of
rounded English in front. “Tu needa han?” Eddie said. Before Joe could
say anything, he grinned and repeated his words in English: “Do you need
any help?”

That got a ghost of a smile. “No, I’'m fine. And glad to see you didn’t
forget everything I taught you. How’s Emmie?”

“Doing fine. You know we got a baby on the way? I don’t know if you
got anything in your books about keeping a mother safe.”

“Sharon should have everything I do. Still, I’ll take a look.” Sharon
was the village healer and midwife, and all three of her medical books came
by way of Joe’s school library, but the reassurance couldn’t hurt. Emmie
was Eddie’s second wife; the first, Maria, died in childbirth. That happened
less often than it used to—Sharon knew about germs and sanitation, and
used raw alcohol as an antiseptic no matter how people yelped about how
it stung—but it still happened.

“Thanks! I be sure they save you a beer.” Eddie grinned again and
trotted down the street.

77



78

John Michael Greer

Joe followed at his own slower pace. The street went a little further
and then widened into a plaza of sorts, with the covered marketplace on
one side, the Gaian church on another, and the village hall—the gran house,
everyone called it—on a third. Beyond the gran house, the ground tumbled
down an uneven slope to the white sand of the beach and the sea reaching
south to the horizon. A few crags of concrete rose out of the water here
and there, the last traces of neighborhoods that had been just that little
bit too low when the seas rose. Every year the waves pounded those a bit
lower; they’d be gone soon, like so many of the legacies of Old Time.

Another irony, he thought, that what brought disaster to so many had
been the salvation of his village and the six others that huddled in the
ruins of the old city. It took the birth of a new sea to break the drought
that once had the whole middle of the continent in its grip. Another ghost
hovered up there in the great thunder-gray billows to the south—the day
the monsoon clouds first came rolling up over the sea and dumped rain
on the parched and dusty land. He’d been out in the plaza with everyone
else, staring up at the clouds, smelling the almost-forgotten scent of rain
on the wind, dancing and whooping as the rain came crashing down at last.

There had been some challenging times after that, of course. The
dryland corn they grew in the drought years wouldn’t handle so much
moisture, and they had to barter for new seed and learn the way rice
paddies worked and tropical fruit grew. Too, the monsoons hadn’t been so
predictable those first few years as they became later: Mama Gaia testing
them, the priestess said, making sure they didn’t get greedy and stupid
the way people were in Old Time. Joe wasn’t sure the biosphere had any
such thing in mind—Dby then he’d read enough Old Time books that the
simple faith Molly taught him had dissolved into wry uncertainties—but
that time, at least, he kept his mouth shut. People in Old Time had been
greedy and stupid, even the old books admitted that, and if it took religion
to keep that from happening again, that’s what it took.

He crossed the little plaza, went into the gran house. The solemn
part of Nawida was over, the prayers said to Mama Gaia and all the saints,
and the bonfire at midnight to mark the kindling of the new year; what
remained was feasting and fun. Inside, drums, flutes and fiddles pounded
out a dance tune; young women bare to the waist danced and flirted with
young men, while their elders sat on the sides of the hall, sipping rice beer
and talking; children scampered around underfoot, bare as the day they
were born. People waved greetings to Joe as he blinked, looked around the
big open room, sighted the one he needed to find.

He crossed the room slowly, circling around the outer edge of the
dancing, nodding to the people who greeted him. The one he’d come
to meet saw him coming, got to her feet: a young woman, black-haired,
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wearing the plain brown robe of the Manda Gaia. Hermandad de Gaia, that
had been, and likely still was west along the coast where Alengo gave way
to something closer to Old Time Spanish; Fellowship of Gaia was what
they said up North where something like English was still spoken. The
Manda Gaia was a new thing, at least to the Gaian faith, though Joe knew
enough about history to recognize monasticism when he saw it.

“You must be the schoolteacher,” the woman said in flawless English,
and held out a hand in the Old Time courtesy. “I’'m Juli darra Ellen.”

“Joe sunna Molly.” He took her hand, shook it. “Yes. Thank you for
agreeing to come.”

“For three years now we’ve talked of sending someone here to see you,
since we first got word, so your letter was very welcome.” She motioned
him to a seat on the bench along the wall. “Please. You look tired.”

He allowed a smile, tried to keep his face from showing the sudden stab
of pain as he sat. “A little. Enough that I should probably come straight to
the point.” He held out the cloth-wrapped bundle. “This is a gift of sorts,
for the Manda Gaia.”

The cloth opened, revealing a battered book and a narrow black case.
She glanced at the spine of the book, then opened the case and pulled out
the old slide rule.

“Do you know what it is?” Joe asked her.

“Yes.” Carefully, using two fingers, she moved the middle section back
and forth. “I’ve read about them, but I've never seen one. Where did you
find it?”

“It’s been in my family for around a hundred years.” That was true in
Alengo, at least, where “mi famli” meant the people you grew up with, and
“mi mama” the woman who took care of you in childhood; like everyone
else, he’d long since given up using Old Time terms of relationship. “The
book explains how it’s used. I can’t claim to be an expert, but I’'ve done
some respectably complex math on it.”

“This thing is precious,” she said. “T’ll take it to our mother house in
Denva, have it copied by our craftspeople there, and bring it back to you.”

“That won’t be necessary. I don’t think it’ll be possible, either.” He
met her gaze. “Cancer of the bowels,” he said then. “Not the way I would
have chosen to go, but there it is. It’s been close to three years now, and
by the time you get to Denva and back I’ll most likely be settling down
comfortably in the earth.”

“Mama Gaia will take you to Her heart.” Seeing his smile: “You don’t
believe that.”

“I think the biosphere has better things to worry about than one old
man.”

“Well, I won’t argue theology.”
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That got another smile. “Pity.” Then: “I have one other thing to ask,
though. I hear quite a bit about the Manda Gaia these days. They say you
have schools in some places, schools for children. For the last twenty
years all my best pupils have gone into the church, and there’s nobody
here to replace me. I’d like to see someone from your order take over the
school when this thing gets the better of me. I wish I could say that’s
a long way off.”

She nodded. “I can send a letter today.”

“Thank you. You’ve made a cynical old man happy, and that’s not
a small feat.” The dance music paused, and in the momentary hush he
fancied he could hear another, deeper stillness gathering not far off. He
thought about the generator again, and the concrete crags battered by the
waves, and wondered how many more relics of Old Time would be sold for
scrap or washed away before the world finished coming back into balance.
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A Conversation with John Michael Greer

CA & ASM: You are not officially an academic, but in our eyes your
work on the critique of progress as a religion and on the opportunities
and pitfalls of a “de-industrial” descent ranks among the most creative and
exciting on the market—by a long shot. One remarkable aspect is that
while dismantling the modern idea of progress, you doggedly refuse to slide
down the other, twin slope of the modern imaginary—that of catastrophic
collapse and apocalypse. You were an early witness to how the neoliberal
backlash successfully halted the advent of appropriate technologies in the
late 1970s and 1980s, and how the Overton window for a still relatively
serene transition to sustainable lifestyles was abruptly shut (Greer, Green
Wizardry). This seems to have convinced you that “catabolic” decline is the
actual path our industrial civilization is going to follow into a de-industrial
future as it chronically overshoots the biosphere’s limits (to paraphrase
William Catton, one of your intellectual mentors). You have called this the
“Long Descent” and published one of your most acclaimed books under
that title (Greer, The Long Descent). What signs do you identify at present
that this descent is clearly underway, and how do you fend off the twin
objections that you’re () being pessimistic and (b) feeding hopelessness?

JMG: I’d like to start my response by questioning the idea that the
myth of apocalypse is in any way separate from the myth of progress.
The connection between these two isn’t just a matter of shared heredity,
though of course that’s a dimension worth examining; as Philip Lamy
pointed out quite some time ago in his book Millennium Rage, these and
most other visions of the future are “fractured apocalypses,” fragments
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of narrative from the Book of Revelations pulled out of context and
rearranged to suit the needs of contemporary prophecy. Yet the connection
is not limited to this.

The myth of progress only fulfils its social function when it’s paired
with the myth of apocalypse. Taken together, they carry out a good cop/
bad cop routine on our collective imagination of the future, allowing the
galaxy of possible futures to be flattened out into a binary choice, in which
utopia and oblivion are the only alternatives and the only way to reject one
1s to embrace the other. More, whatever isn’t one must be the other: we
haven’t plunged into the abyss yet, so we must be progressing, and we have
to keep progressing along current lines (and thus funnelling wealth into
the same set of pockets) because the only alternative is a plunge into the
abyss. It’s a convenient weapon in the contemporary politics of technology,
where new products vie to be anointed by the corporate media as the next
inevitable step in the march of progress, and those who aren’t enthusiastic
enough about the techno-gimmick du jour are accused of wanting to go
back to the caves (the inevitable endpoint of the apocalypse narrative), of
standing in the way of progress, or of wanting the apocalypse to happen.

All this is necessary background for my answer to your question. Here
in the United States and in some other industrial nations as well, standards
of living for most of the population have been tracing out a ragged decline
since the 1970s. One measure of this is that in 1972, a family of four living
on one working class income in the US could afford a home, a car, three
meals a day and all the other necessities of life, and still have some left
over for the occasional luxury. In 2022, a family of four living on one
working class income in the US is probably living on the street. Outside
the bubble-environments of the well-to-do, life in the world’s notionally
richest country is a squalid mess, marked by deteriorating infrastructure,
widespread poverty, intractable social conflicts and pervasive hopelessness
that can best be measured by our sky-high rates of drug addiction and
suicide. If that doesn’t count as decline, I’'m not sure what would. Only
the pretence that apocalyptic collapse is the only alternative to progress
keeps the ongoing scale of our decline from being noticed and discussed
by more than a few.

Such perspectives are very often countered by a line of argument that
can be summed up as “But we have cell phones!” It’s true that a handful
of technological innovations have been parlayed over the last few decades
into a suite of information technologies that weren’t available in 1972.
That fact doesn’t outweigh the many other things that have declined
precipitously since that time. Having a cell phone does not make up for
a lack of good jobs at decent pay, affordable housing, public utilities in
good condition, adequate nutrition at reasonable prices, or the other
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things industrial nations once provided for their citizens and now do not
always offer except to the well-to-do. It bears remembering that you can
starve to death in a burnt-out basement with a working cell phone clutched
in one hand.

As for labels such as “pessimism” and “hopelessness,” those are
subject to the same distortions as the terms I've just discussed. I’'ve been
called a pessimist and a purveyor of hopelessness for pointing out that our
species is unlikely to get what we may as well call the Star Trek future—
the stereotyped future vision that fixates on interstellar travel and human
colonization of other star systems. It should be obvious that there are many
rich, complex, interesting human futures that don’t feature our species
metastasizing across the galaxy in oversized metal phalluses, and it should
be just as obvious that suggesting that the Star Trek future won’t happen
does not rule out a vast number of these. That this isn’t obvious—that the
only future that counts as “optimistic” and “hopeful” in the eyes of today’s
culture is one in which current trends keep going in a mindlessly linear
fashion out to infinity—shows the power of the paired myths of progress
and apocalypse as instruments of mental limitation: Blake’s “mind-forg’d
manacles” given a comprehensive technological upgrade.

CA & ASM: The richness, size, intricacy and architecture of your body
of writings taken as a whole—not to speak of the spiritual practices with
which you openly accompany them—are so unique and original that trying
to encapsulate their objective seems like a Sisyphean task. Nevertheless,
the trilogy of books centering around your novel Retrotopia offers an
entry point that’s as good as any, and probably better than most. (The
trilogy is composed of After Progress, Retrotopia, and The Retro Future.)
On the back cover of Retrotopia—a story about an envoy from the
Atlantic Republic of America, basically a de-industrial wasteland hoping
to reconstruct itself, visiting the neighbouring Lakeland Republic which
has embraced an altogether different, appropriate-tech future—the
slogan hits the reader like a lightning bolt: Forward to the past. In a very
real way, this phrase lends access to the whole of your work as a writer on
de-industrial pathways, as a practicing Druid and as an operative mage.
(Yes, let’s just put that out there right away. Let’s also emphasize that
in your conception, “magic” is not what one popularly associates with
the word. More on that in a moment.) Would you agree that one thing
that’s central in your work is a specific way of blurring the boundaries
between the past and the future, of making what has worked in the past
an integral part of what might work again in the future—which fully
coheres with the rejection of the modern notion of perpetual progress
which we discussed above? Does this mean we can and should travel in
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time in both directions, neglecting the difference between the old and
the new? How would you convey your conception of time to a reader
wishing to be initiated into your philosophical universe?

JMG: Any writer who claims that there’s one and only one theme that’s
central to their work is either a bit of a monomaniac or has been spending too
much time reading literary criticism! No, my writing has no single objective,
and of course it’s also relevant that my views on various subjects have changed
considerably from the time of my first publications more than a quarter
century ago. My work all relates in one way or another to the relation between
past, present and future, granted, but that’s true of any writer: all writers
inherit language, genre, subject matter and a galaxy of other things from the
past, and rework these in the present with an eye toward some conception
of the future. Equally, every writer without exception has some sense of
what the past has to offer the future, whether that sense expresses itself
in the attempted re-enactment of the past by traditionalists, the attempted
rejection of the past by the avant-garde, or some less hackneyed response.

I suspect the role of time in my work stands out to many readers
nowadays precisely because I dissent from the modern mythology of
progress. Most writers nowadays place their work seamlessly into the
standard narrative of the grand upward march from the caves to the stars,
and that placement doesn’t stand out as interesting to most readers precisely
because the narrative is so familiar to them. Since I see history as a cyclic
rather than a linear process, by contrast, the past is always a resource for
the present and the future: I can always ask, “What happened the last time
someone tried this?” and get insights that seem useful to me, while the
believer in progress is stuck insisting that every turn of events must be
wholly unprecedented because the past is irrelevant to the future. That
makes my writing startling to those, the majority these days, who have
never imagined that the past might be relevant to their lives.

I do want to point out that my Druid spirituality has much less to
do with the past than most people seem to think. Druidry is a modern
tradition of nature religion; it draws inspiration from the few surviving
scraps of data we have concerning the ancient Celtic Druids, but as a living
tradition it dates from the early eighteenth century, when small groups of
eccentric British intellectuals adopted the old name for themselves and
their nascent vision of a spirituality of nature. The Druid organization
I headed for twelve years was founded in 1912—a little this side of Celtic
antiquity! Modern Druidry might best be seen as one of the indigenous
nature religions of modern Anglo-American culture. Yes, I know that the
term “indigenous” is taboo in relation to industrial cultures, which is one
of the reasons I find it useful here.
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CA & ASM: One of your central ideas is that in the future, progress—if that
word still has any meaning—will come through widespread “ecotechnic”
(in the sense of Patrick Geddes) experimentation and, therefore, through
an artisanal and unpredictable process of “muddling toward frugality” (to
borrow a phrase from another mentor of yours, Warren Johnson) which
will rely very little on massive governmental subsidies and a lot on small-
scale, community-level initiatives. (All this is set out in detail in Greer,
The Ecotechnic Future, as well as The Wealth of Nature.) Dissensus and
decentralization appear to be the name of the game—yet, you have expressed
regretand even a bit of scorn at how movements such as Voluntary Simplicity
and Transition Towns have, in your opinion, been swallowed up and rendered
ineffective by consumerism and the relentless drive to maximize corporate
profits. What do you think will protect future experimentation with
appropriate technologies from not succumbing to the same fate? Do you
believe that one key element will be their ability to counteract the massive
mind manipulation—the “thaumaturgy”—of commercial advertisers and
corporate political operatives? How could this be done in practice?

JMG: Here again I have to start by taking issue with the terms of the
discussion. “Progress” is a mythic narrative. Doubtless it could be applied
to ecotechnics, and indeed it was so applied during the heyday of the
appropriate-technology movement of the 1970s—it’s very often forgotten
that in those days, passive solar heating and homescale windpower were
the last words in cutting-edge progress—but as a mythic narrative it has
no fixed content. Anything can be defined as progress, and which content
will be given that label at any one time will be determined by complex and
contested social processes, without any necessary relation to the fitness of
the content. Once you start insisting that progress will only come in this
or that way, you’re caught in the myth.

Let’s set theentire language of progress to one side, recast your question,
and see if it makes more sense. The near to middle future of the industrial
world is taking shape in a complex landscape of competing influences in
which the major political, corporate and non-profit power centres (three
heads of the same ungainly beast) and the mass media they dominate form
one pervasive factor. Another pervasive factor is the downward pressure
exerted by resource depletion, environmental disruption and the other
unwanted but inescapable products of our civilization’s frankly hare-
brained attempt to achieve infinite growth on a finite planet. Those two
large-scale factors inevitably influence the environment in which Johnson’s
“muddling toward frugality” is taking place.

Johnson’s choice of phrase highlights the crucial point here. We are
talking about muddling, not about movements. Voluntary simplicity, the
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Transition Town movement, and their varied equivalents are all part of the
muddling. I've criticized these at times, and I think the criticisms are justified;
in particular, I've done my best to challenge those movements that have
claimed that they have the solution to the predicament of industrial society.
It is in the nature of a predicament that it has no solutions, only responses.

The decline and fall of industrial civilization has been under way
for much of a century now. To judge by past examples, neither we nor
our grandchildren’s grandchildren will see the end of that process. In
that immense movement, dissensus and decentralization have two roles.
First, they are useful strategies for those of us who want to weave the
patterns of our lives and communities in the context of the Long Descent,
on the one hand, and the failings of the power centres of our society
on the other. Second, they are inevitabilities in the longer run, precisely
because consensus and centralization are only viable when a society has
the coherence and the resource base to support them. We no longer have
that coherence and we are rapidly losing the resource base, so dissensus
and decentralization are increasingly the only options we’ve got. Taking
them up and using them before we are forced to do so by the pressure of
circumstances can be another form of useful muddling.

Magic, the art and science of causing change in consciousness in
accordance with will, is another form of useful muddling. Positing a grand
confrontation between Gandalf and Sauron as your model for the future,
however, does not seem especially helpful to me! Even in the novels in
question, it was the patient muddling of Frodo and Sam, passing under the
radar of the contending powers of the age, that made the difference. In
much the same way, I’d like to suggest that simply empowering individuals
to muddle through with a little less interference from all sides, the
corporate media among them, is the most useful thing a teacher of magic
can do just now. Nor is the corporate media as omnipotent as its putative
enemies like to insist. To a very real extent, people blame the media and the
corporate system for their own compliance, instead of reflecting on why

they comply so easily.

CA & ASM: In The Wealth of Nature, you write that “[r]elocalized
communities must be economically viable or they will soon cease to
exist, and while viable local communities will be possible in the future—
just as they were in the Middle Ages—the steps that will be necessary
to take to make them viable may require some serious rethinking of the
habits that now shape our economic lives” (22). Assuming we ward off the
malevolent thaumaturgy of the corporate elites, will we need to engage in
the “theurgy”—the personal work of changing the way we think and feel—
needed to rethink our habits? You seem to indicate as much when, in the
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same book, you envisage “a future for Victory Gardens,” which symbolize
the appropriate tech toolbox you call “green wizardry” in the book with the
same name: organic gardeners, conservationists, solar-power buffs and the
like. The allusion to wizards is not fortuitous, since for you, as you reminded
us a moment ago, magic is basically “the art and science of causing changes
in consciousness in accordance with will” (Greer, The King in Orange 4).
So according to you, will the future be decided by a duel of one kind of
consciousness change against another—of the green wizardry of sustainable
practices against the darker magic of planet-denying economic growth? And
what are the odds of the former being victorious?

JMG: It sounds from your question as though you think that planet-
denying economic growth is possible in more than the very short term.
I find that an exceedingly dubious claim. If your car has half a litre of gas
in the tank, your destination is a hundred miles away, and there are no
gas stations between where you are and that distant goal, does it make
sense to say that whether the car will reach the destination will depend on
a struggle among the passengers?

It’s a notion as pervasive as it is delusive among today’s intelligentsia
to see human beings as the only active factor in an otherwise passive
cosmos, and to insist on that basis that the future depends on who gets to
tell the cosmos what to do. I suggest that a less hubristic take on the nature
of collective change may be useful here. The belief that economic growth
is as inevitable as it is beneficent, the central ideology of twentieth-century
industrialism, was not the cause of the great petroleum-fueled economic
boom of that century—it was one of the effects of that boom. Human
beings figured out how to extract fantastic volumes of cheap energy from
the planet’s store of fossil carbon, and therefore ideologies that celebrated
the consequences came into fashion.

The all-time peak of conventional world petroleum production was
reached in 2005, and the ordinary inertia of human thought has kept
those ideologies in place up to the present. As it becomes obvious that
they are no longer functional, we can expect them to be discarded and
replaced with other ideologies better suited to an age of declining energy
and resource supplies, in exactly the same way that older ideologies suited
to relatively stable energy and resource supplies went out of fashion when
the exploitation of fossil fuels hit its stride. Such shifts inevitably begin on
the cultural fringes—that is, out here where I spend my time—and so it’s
possible that my work will turn out to be a small part of that reconfiguring.
It’s at least as possible, of course, that the core ideas of the de-industrial
future are taking shape in the heads of other fringe intellectuals in Lagos
or Montevideo or Mumbai.
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CA & ASM: You lend quite a lot of credence to authors such as Oswald
Spengler (The Decline of the West) and Ioan Couliano (Eros and Magic in
the Renaissance), who might legitimately be categorized as “Traditionalists”
(see e.g., Sedgwick, Against the Modern World). The constellation of those
who revolt against the modern world is rather complex—but once one
promotes, as you do, a heightened agnosticism vis-a-vis any hierarchy
between the past and the present, and once one argues that many older
or even ancient aspects of human life are better suited than newer ones,
how does one disentangle oneself from the suspicion that one is harking
back to an idealized past made up of oppressive traditions and possibly
authoritarian regimes? On the whole, your socioeconomic outlook as
it transpires from your books seems pretty progressive, so how do you
avoid—how to put it—problematic regressions? Are ecology and druidic
spirituality bulwarks of sorts against unpalatable forms of traditionalism,
as seems to be the case for instance in your Mystery Teachings from the
Living Earth? Or do you feel the question should be asked differently,
because pitting progressive against regressive reproduces the modern
fetishism of progress?

JMG: Traditionalism has become quite the buzzword of late, and it’s
been applied as freely and as carelessly as some other buzzwords of
recent memory. Yes, I know that Mark Sedgwick and others have labeled
Oswald Spengler as a Traditionalist, but that claim strikes me as risible: at
best, rooted in an embarrassing failure to grasp the nature of Spengler’s
project. Spengler argued that one of the normal stages in the life cycle of
a great culture was the replacement of plutocratic oligarchies (disguised
as republics) with populist autocracies, and that this was going to happen
in the Western world in the next few centuries. He was not saying that
this was a good thing, or for that matter that it was a bad thing, but
simply saying that this is what happens and we might want to be aware
of that. Accusing him of glorifying autocracy is a little like insisting that
the weatherman who predicts a coming snowstorm wants you to freeze
in the dark.

Regarding Couliano, two comments may be relevant. First, I have
yet to see any attempt to describe him as a Traditionalist that isn’t
straightforward guilt by association—he can be linked to Mircea Eliade, so
he must have caught Trad cooties! Second, the only idea of Couliano’s that
I use is his analysis of modern advertising and propaganda as third-rate
sorcery. I disagree sharply with the rest of his analysis of magic in Eros and
Magic in the Renaissance, and in fact I’ve put some elements of that dispute
in print. He was a fascinating man but I don’t find his ideas especially
useful or relevant.
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As for Traditionalism properly so-called—the ideology created and
deployed by René Guénon, Julius Evola and their heirs—it derives from
the myth of progress in exactly the same way that Satanism derives from
sacramental Christianity: it embraces all the preconceptions of its parent
belief system but inverts all the moral markers with a Miltonian “Evil, be
thou my good.” The believer in progress insists that what is new is better
precisely because it’s new, and what is old has been disproven by the mere
passage of time. The Traditionalist stands this on its head, insisting with
equal heat that what is old is better precisely because it’s old, and every
novelty is a degeneration. It’s the self-same vision of linear time moving
from one moral extreme to the other, varying only in which end gets which
moral tag. What Spengler is saying, by contrast, is that history moves
in cyclical patterns of rise and fall, and that labelling any part of those
patterns with moralizing labels is an irrelevant self-indulgence, on a par
with considering summer virtuous and winter wicked.

Notice, to turn to another aspect of your question, the way that certain
common modern attitudes suggest that if one claims that any premodern
way of doing things is preferable to its modern equivalents, this amounts
to glorifying and wanting to reimpose whatever aspects of the past are least
acceptable to the modern imagination. That’s a pervasive strategy in the
rhetoric of progress. It’s worth unpacking that strategy a bit. First, notice
that it’s quite simply irrational; I promise you that it’s entirely possible to
recognize the quality of a German camera made between the two world
wars, and even to take pictures with one, without being overwhelmed with
a desire to put on an armband and start goose-stepping!

Beyond that, it’s central to the argument we’re discussing that each
historical period must be seen as a package deal, as though you can’t use
the camera we’re discussing without also taking on the armband and the
ideologies that go with it. That’s another central theme in the contemporary
politics of technology. If you can pick and choose from the elements of
previous eras, after all, it would then follow that you can pick and choose
from the technologies available in the present: assessing each of them
according to your own needs and desires, let’s say, and refusing to buy into
those that don’t interest you. That’s not an attitude the corporate system
can tolerate. Consumers are supposed to buy what they’re told, not to
choose this and reject that! From any other perspective, however, it should
be obvious that the freedom to accept or reject any given technology is
essential to individual autonomy in an age of plutocratic industrialism.

CA & ASM: As we emphasized at the beginning, and as the title we chose
for this interview makes abundantly clear, your endeavour to look to the
past to reinvent the future is utterly fascinating. The multifarious ways in
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which you shed light on how this reinvention could happen—through
impressively competent excursions into political science, economics,
technological knowledge and religious studies—make you one of the
most relevant thinkers in the crowded landscape of what, for better or for
worse, can be called “sustainability studies.” What you bring to the field
is a distinctive refusal to cordon spiritual questions off from the rest of
what can be talked about. By showing very convincingly that the modern
belief in progress is a form of civil religion, by insisting that a graceful
and livable path towards a de-industrial future will only be possible if
consciousness changes according to our will, and by pointing out that
our willing a different—possibly very ancient—relationship to nonhuman
living beings and to the whole cosmos is a matter of survival, you
inevitably point towards THE question that looms behind all discourses
on sustainability: how can we fully accept our transience and mortality as
living organisms, and how can we resist the will to transcend the physical
world and to seek our “true home” outside of physical boundaries and
limitations (be it through eternal growth or through the conquest of outer
space)? How can we avoid the Christian and theistic contemptus mundi
while both rejecting capitalist materialism and getting reconciled with the
living Earth as mortal beings? As expressed so poignantly by the frantic
businessman in the graphic-novel version of your remarkable short story
“The Next Ten Billion Years,” “Humans are the masters of this rock. We
won’t just give up like pathetic animals! If we die out it will be by our own
hand, we will blow 1t all up! We’ll never just fade away!” (10 Billion).

JMG: It’s not as though we have a choice. You can insist at the top of
your lungs that you will live forever, after all, but that won’t keep you
from getting old and dying. In exactly the same way, people in today’s
industrial cultures can (and no doubt will) cling to the various fantasies of
pseudo-transcendence through technology long after those fantasies have
been definitively disproven by the course of events. I think it’s quite likely
that centuries from now there will be little circles of believers clinging to
the dream of the interstellar future, long after the last spacecraft have been
chopped up for scrap metal and the last satellites have become artificial
meteors or lumps of orbiting space junk: I put just such a circle of believers,
in fact, into my de-industrial novel Star’s Reach.

The future, again, does not depend primarily on what “we” (however
that very elusive pronoun may be defined) decide to do about it. As
the Long Descent unfolds, some people will adapt to it, changing their
thinking to fit the new reality of contracting energy and resource supplies,
and some will not. On average—there will doubtless be exceptions—those
who make that adaptation will be more likely to thrive than those who
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refuse it. Now that belief in limitlessness is no longer adaptive, it will begin
to lose its grip on our collective imagination and be replaced by other ideas
better suited to new conditions. That’s the way human culture adapts to
changing times. Shrieking “Humans are the masters of this rock!” was
an exercise in absurdity even at the peak of the industrial age—did you
know, for example, that a midsized hurricane releases more energy than is
contained in the bombs in all the world’s nuclear arsenals? Now that we
no longer have the resource base to keep prancing around pretending to
own the planet, such attitudes will be even less helpful than they were, and
I expect them to fall out of fashion over the next century or so.

Thus, the “changes in consciousness in accordance with will”
I recommend to my readers and students are on a considerably more
modest scale. On the one hand, it so happens that the nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century mental exercises I study and practice—yes,
you can call those “magic” if you like—are effective ways to help foster
personal change, in subtle as well as obvious ways. On the other, one of the
essential features of adapting to an age of decline is learning to foster a rich
and reflective inner life, rather than mindlessly projecting demands and
desires onto the outer world and demanding that material things fill needs
that are ultimately mental and emotional in nature. The magical traditions
I practice and teach can help with that, too. They aren’t the only way—
there are many other options—but for those who prefer them, they have
their charm.

CA & ASM: The title, narrator and general structure of your novel
Retrotopia—which imagines a government envoy, in 2065, traveling from
adystopian United States toa self-sufficient countryaround the Great Lakes
area that has instituted five different energy and infrastructure regimes, or
“tiers” (ranging from roughly the technological level of 1830 to that of
1950), leaving people in each region the choice of how much, and what
kinds of, technology they want to subsidize with their taxes—seem to be
inspired by Ernest Callenbach’s 1975 novel Ecotopia. Like Callenbach, you
obviously researched and thought carefully about the practical, economic
and even psychological-emotional aspects of a sustainable society, and
the result is a grippingly readable portrait of a world that seems all-in-
all much more pleasant and meaningful to live in than the contemporary
United States with all its consumerism, social media culture, food waste,
traffic jams and extreme disparity between poor and rich. We are actually
printing in this issue an excerpt of a screenplay based on Ecotopia. What’s
your relationship to Callenbach’s novel and how did you encounter it?
And what role, if any, did it play in your thinking and your feelings about
sustainability (since novels incite emotions as well as ideas)?

91



92

Christian Arnsperger, Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet

JMG: I encountered Ecotopia for the first time in its original small-press
edition in the Burien Public Library, Burien, WA—that’s in the southern
suburbs of Seattle if anyone is keeping track. This was in 1978 or so, while
I was in high school; T found it fascinating. I reread it several times in the
years that followed and also read the short-lived magazine Seriatim, which
was founded to promote Ecosophian ideas. Callenbach’s book was the
first utopian novel I read, and it got me reading utopias in general, all the
way back to Plato’s Republic and all the way forward to the latest products
of the 1980s and 1990s. That doubtless played a large role in inspiring my
venture into the same genre in Retrotopia.

That’s not to say that my ideas about utopia match Callenbach’s! His
work was very much a product of its time, awash with the standard tropes
of his own cultural matrix. I don’t think it’s unfair to call it exactly the kind
of utopia you would expect from a middle-class San Francisco ex-hippie in
the Seventies. Of course, I had it in mind while I was writing Retrotopia;
I began it much the same way, with a traveller from today’s America
(lightly disguised as the Atlantic Republic), and some of the scenes in my
story were influenced by scenes in Callenbach’s. On the other hand, the
ending of Retrotopia was a deliberate rejection of the ending of Ecotopia,
and by extension of many other utopias down through the years. The usual
gimmick is that the traveler settles down in the utopian society, washing
his hands of his former society and abandoning his loves and loyalties
back home. I wanted to suggest another option—and yes, in case you
were wondering, my ending was also written in conversation (or rather
in contention) with the exquisite moral ambiguity of one of Ursula K.

Le Guin’s best stories, “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas.”

CA & ASM: One final question, about the amazingly rich and poignant
story we have included in this volume, “Winter’s Tales,” which imagines
three future Christmases (in 2050, 2100 and 2150), two of which are no
longer Christmas as we know it, but a solstice celebration and a future
holiday called Nawida (based on the Spanish word for Christmas, navidad).
In this story you deftly conjure up three worlds, each more deindustrialized
than the last, moving through stages of scarcity and salvage to low-tech
sustainability, but paradoxically, the atmosphere of each moves from
nostalgia and even bitterness (in the nearest future) to, well, adapted and
evolved to a new climate and energy reality. Literature scholars will be
particularly intrigued by the way you show language and religion evolving
syncretically as time passes, as temperatures keep getting hotter, as energy
sources dry up and as the United States breaks up into smaller republics.
The story forcefully illustrates your arguments—made in After Progress
and many other publications—that the decline of energy resources and
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technologies will not lead to an apocalyptic end of the world, but to many
gradual changes to the world as we know it. How did this story—with all its
rich world-making texture and detail—come about? And do you think that
stories can sometimes “transmit” ideas better than reasoned arguments?

JMG: Reasoned arguments are among the weakest of all incentives
to insight and change. We all know what it’s like to reason our way to
one course of action and then do something else! As I see it, the human
capacity for abstract reasoning, powerful as it is, is the latest, least stable
and most fallible aspect of human consciousness, running atop a standard-
issue social primate nervous system that is much more stable and reliable.
Reasonably enough, most of us use the primate brain to make most of our
decisions for us, relying on emotions, memories, social cues and all the
other familiar gimmicks that got our ancestors through millions of years
of hard times. That’s why fiction, which speaks the language of the primate
brain, so often does a better job of communicating to the whole person.

As for how “Winter’s Tales” came into being, that’s a little complicated,
because those three stories—they were first published online as independent
tales—marked a turning point in my writing. In my teen years I set out to
become a writer of science fiction and fantasy novels, and over the next
decade and a half finished five or six manuscripts and mailed them to
publishers, amassing a fine collection of rejection slips. (In retrospect, the
novels were pretty dreadful.) Finally, I gave up on fiction, decided to try
nonfiction instead, and my first manuscript was snapped up by one of the
largest niche publishers in its field. That was a pretty convincing argument
to me, so I concentrated on nonfiction for the next decade, and published
a string of moderately successful books on various subjects.

Fast forward to the end of 2006. This was early in my blogging
career, while I was still trying to figure out how best to get my readers to
realize that I wasn’t caught in the fake opposition between progress and
apocalypse, and they didn’t need to be caught there either. I’d sketched out
an imagined future in a 2004 essay using three lives at long intervals, and
it occurred to me to try doing the same thing in more detail. The result
was the three stories that became “Winter’s Tales.” They were very well
received by my readers. I did another sequence of stories the following
year, “Adam’s Story,” about a young man with a crippled arm leaving a dying
town near the Pacific coast and ending up in another town with a future.
That was also well received, and so I revised the best of my old novels, The
Fires of Shalsha, and started a new novel set in de-industrial North America
circa 2480, Star’s Reach. Those both found publishers, and so I returned to
fiction more generally. Retrotopia wouldn’t have been written if “Winter’s
Tales” hadn’t gotten the response it did.
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I should probably mention, however, that most of my fiction is not
about the end of the industrial age. Again, my writing has no one single
theme or objective; most of my novels have been written simply because
I had a story I wanted to tell. They range from space opera set on a colony
world (The Fires of Shalsha and its sequel Journey Star) to H. P. Lovecraft’s
Cthulhu mythos seen through a funhouse mirror (The Weird of Hali
series and the rest of my “tentacled” fiction) to a political-military thriller
(Twilight’s Last Gleaming), among other things. Doubtless readers will
find common themes in them, since they’re the products of my somewhat
quirky imagination, but they’re not intended to belabor the same set of
points. Sometimes I simply like to tell a story.
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John Michael Greer (b. 1962) reflects and writes

about the future, both as a science fiction author and as a thinker—who
has been publishing both books and blog posts on “energy descent”
since 2006—on the de-industrial trajectory that awaits contemporary,
industrialized humanity. One of the most astute commentators on the links
between ecology, economy, technology, and religion, he describes himself
as a moderate Burkean conservative and has achieved wide recognition
for his critique of the “religion of progress” and for the “middle way” he
traces between the two polar-opposite imaginaries of endless progress and
growth, on the one hand, and abrupt collapse and apocalypse, on the other.

His novel ideas about a plurality of technological regimes and about
“technological choice,” as well as his cogent advocacy of appropriate
technology as an answer to many of the ecological and economic woes of
industrial culture, make him a fitting successor to thinkers such as Ernst
E. Schumacher, the author of Small Is Beautiful. Greer lives in Rhode
Island and definitely tries to walk his talk, choosing to forgo quite a few of
industrial late modernity’s luxuries and amenities.

Aside from his influential environmental analyses, he is also a prolific
writer of fiction and has published, among other things, a seven-volume
cycle entitled The Weird of Hali, which adopts an “alternative” perspective
on H. P Lovecraft’s mythos and the non-human creatures that people it,
and a number of “de-industrial” novels that seek to describe what a post-
industrial world characterized by much lower energy consumption and
a variety of technological choices might look like. He is also intensely
interested in esoteric thought and practices and is a member of the
Druidic Order of the Golden Dawn, which he founded in 2014. From his

point of view, being a practitioner of a form of spiritual ecology (along
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with hands-on energy descent practices which he calls “green wizardry™)
and writing about energy descent and the de-industrial future are part and
parcel of one single thing—namely, to actively explore the implications
of, and to start actually living in, a culture that has dumped the illusory,
modern narrative of progress by the wayside.
https://www.ecosophia.net/
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NARRATING THE DEEP FUTURE
In his short story entitled “The Next Ten Billion Years,” John Michael

Greer offers a chronicle of the deep future of humanity and Earth,
imagining how successive global civilizations will arise and then collapse
in sequence, and how intelligent species, resembling homo sapiens less and
less, will follow one another over billions of years. What is striking about
the story is the manner in which it shows anthropocentrism fading forward
into insignificance as the millennia pass, the deep future swallowing up all
but the last shreds of the memory of humanity’s presence on Earth. In
the graphic-novel version of the story, entitled 10 Billion (Greer, Knoesen
and Knickrehm), a significant narrative twist is added: the chronicle of the
deep future is spoken during an occult ceremony performed by a venerable
seer, and is addressed to a businessman who came to ask this seer for his
vision of the distant future, in hopes of finding out how he could use
technologies such as Artificial Intelligence, nuclear fusion and space travel
in order to serve the needs of humanity and make his own corporation—
and therefore himself, symbolically if not physically—immortal.

As the description of the deep future of the planet unfolds with less and
less human presence (after a protracted period of descent and disintegration
of human civilizations with future humans becoming as different from
homo sapiens as the latter is from the Neanderthals), the businessman slips
into ever more profound despair, as well as impotent anger. Already after
the glimpse into the 1,000-year future, he exclaims: “Absurd! So humanity
becomes nothing more than a bunch of subsistence farmers and nature
worshippers!? Where is my corporation? Where is my A.I.?” Much later, at
the end of a one-million-year dive into the deeper future, he sits despondent
on his chair and, when asked if he is okay, complains: “I don’t matter? I will
have no lasting impact. What’s the point?” Later still, having had to listen to
the seer’s description of Earth and its eleventh and last intelligent species,
in the shape of highly sophisticated water clams, he bursts out: “So there
is no point in my A.L.? No point in pursuing nuclear fusion or travelling
to the stars? I will double my donation if you tell me how to realize an
A.L! It will solve all our problems.” The seer, of course, refuses and instead
moves to the last stage of his vision: ten billion years in the future, when
the Earth has died and the first intelligent species on a neighbouring planet,
not resembling a human in any way, sits on a rocky peak, lifts what looks
like a teeth-circled perception organ mounted at the end of a fleshy tube,
and takes its first “look” (or whatever the equivalent might be) at the vast
universe. When asked by the seer whether he is satisfied, the businessman
gets up and leaves, stammering: “I’'m insignificant! Mankind doesn’t last! We
don’t even go extinct with a bang! Nothing matters!”
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The print version of the story ends with a metaphysical question
addressed to us in the present:

The creature’s [meaning that first intelligent post-Earth species]
biochemistry, structure, and life cycle have nothing in common with
yours, dear reader. Its world, its sensory organs, its mind and its feelings
would be utterly alien to you, even if ten billion years didn’t separate
you. Nonetheless, it so happens that a few atoms that are currently part
of your brain, as you read these words, will also be part of the brain-
analogue of the creature on the crag on that distant, not-yet-existing
world. Does that fact horrify you, intrigue you, console you, leave you
cold? (Greer, “The Next Ten Billion Years” [a] 143)

If we are to take our cue from the despondent businessman in the graphic
novel, the reaction is likely to be one of horror—and indeed, the creature
is drawn to be rather Lovecraftian, an eldritch apparition from the very
deep future, and above all a seeming negation of everything that humanists
understand under the notion of “progress” in the anthropocentric sense. It
is probably no coincidence that the worm-like creature vaguely resembles
a less tentacled, more winged version of the shoggoth, one of the species of
Ancient Ones that people Lovecraft’s weird world, and in particular his
1936 story “At the Mountains of Madness.”

As Greer reveals in his remarks preceding a later printed version (Greer,
“The Next Ten Billion Years” [b]), he was initially inspired to write his story
in 2013 by a blog post authored by the Italian academic, extractivism specialist
and peak-oil activist Ugo Bardj, also entitled “The Next Ten Billion Years,”
which delineates two different scenarios. In one of them, computers and A.L
allow humans to survive for a while under optimal high-tech conditions and,
in parallel, generate over the millennia a form of superintelligence—a “new
planetary intelligence” capable of terraforming Mars and Venus—which
will eventually recreate a new universe after the “current” one has wound
down, ten billion years from now, from heat death. In the other scenario,
this technological progress does not occur and the universe—including the
Earth and the humans inhabiting it—move through cycles of decay and
resurgence in a natural, unassisted way, with no superintelligence saying at the
end, marking a new beginning, “Let there be light.” Clearly, the businessman
in the graphic novel is in part a stand-in for Bardi: as Greer suggests, Bardi
himself is supremely depressed by the idea that humanity will end up leaving
the stage and other intelligent Earth species will be evolving, after which
the Earth will gradually get swallowed up by an expanding Sun (so that the
last Earth species goes extinct forever), and finally a new intelligent species
will be arising naturally in another part of the universe. Bardi is despondent,
so Greer claims, at the idea of a humanity not being ultimately redeemed and
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being made cosmically significant again by a superintelligence it made possible
through its own past technological prowess in the area of A.L This is why
Greer emphasizes that Bardi’s project, which is to suggest that we need today
to choose the “right” rather than the “wrong” scenario, and to throw all our
efforts into transcending human finitude by creating a posthuman deep future
where a computerized form of human intelligence can perform a new, quasi-
Biblical act of creation, “only makes sense if you happen to be a true believer
in the civil religion of progress” (Greer, “The Next Ten Billion Years” [b] 289).
This suggests an interesting connection between the contemporary
literary tradition of weird horror, at least in its Lovecraftian version, and the
modern belief in technological and civilizational progress: deep time haunts the
modern present in reverse, so to speak. The so-called monsters that symbolize
humanity’s cosmic insignificance are not, in Greer’s story, remnants of a deep
past as they are in Lovecraft’s Mythos cycle. In “The Next Ten Billion Years,”
and especially in the graphic novel, the possibility of horror for which Greer
leaves room comes from the fact that the intelligent species of the deep
future—the upright-walking raccoons emerging thirty million years after the
extinction of humanity, the crow-like bipeds of a hundred million years from
now, the industrious and intellectually superlative corbiculae living one billion
years in the future, and the final creature (or, as it were, the first creature
of a new world-cycle) with its wormlike and multi-mouthed body—are not
Ancient Ones but rather “New Ones,” if I may call them that. They are just
as indifferent to the human species, but they deny its significance from the
deep future instead of from the deep past. The New Ones have not always
been here, as have the Old Ones in Lovecraft’s Mythos; they have never been
here and will only be here once we are not. If anything, the abruptness of the
cosmic insignificance hurled at modern humans is even harsher here than in
Lovecraft, where at least the Old Ones coexist with humans and occasionally
clash with them; here, they “post-exist” the human species, harbouring no
memory whatsoever of its erasure from the universe. All of humanity’s
supposed “progress” is forgotten, or even worse—not even known to ever
have taken place. This is the essence of the existential horror felt by the
disillusioned businessman as he listens to the seer’s successive visions.

BIOPHOBIA, THE QUEST FOR COSMIC
SIGNIFICANCE AND THE DENTAL OF DEATH

Greer’s plausible claim is that it is also the horror more or less consciously
felt by Bardi, and which motivates his flights of fancy about a cosmically
miraculous A.L solution, designed to give hope to the believers in the civil
religion of “progress.” It even has, according to Greer,
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the classic structure of evangelical rhetoric—the awful fate that will
soon fall upon those who won’t change their wicked ways, the glorious
salvation awaiting those who get right with Progress, and all the rest of it.
Of course, the implied comparison with Christianity can only be taken
so far. Christians are generally expected to humble themselves before
their God, while believers in progress like to imagine that humanity will
become God. .. The horrible fate that awaits the sinful [in Bardi’s version
of the secular religion of progress] is simply that nature will be allowed
to go her own way, while the salvation awaiting the righteous is more or
less the ability to browbeat nature into doing what they think she ought
to do—or rather, what Bardi’s hypothesized New Intelligence, whose
interests are assumed to be compatible with those of humanity, thinks
she ought to do. There’s plenty that could be said about the biophobia—
the stark shivering dread of life’s normal and healthy ripening toward
death—that pervades this kind of thinking . . . (Greer, “The Next Ten
Billion Years” [b] 289-90)

As we will see presently, it is precisely this biophobia, driven by the denial
of death, that underlies the horror felt by those who, like the greedy but
ultimately anguished businessman, recoil with “shivering dread” from
the seer’s vision of a deep future in which humans, both through natural
causes and through wilful choices, have become extinct. And as T will
argue later in this essay, if the wilful portion of humanity’s extinction
is to be warded off, and if something like an ecological transition is to
be feasible within the context of our “long descent,” it is this biophobia
and its multiple manifestations in culture and society that will need to be
addressed through new means. The first step, for now, is to delve more
deeply into the meaning of the expressions “cosmically significant” and
“cosmic insignificance” which I used in the previous section.

I used these expressions on purpose because they connect with the
ideas of a thinker who, I believe, is fundamental for the understanding of
our modern industrial predicament—namely Ernest Becker, the American
anthropologist and philosopher, author of the landmark books The Denial
of Death (1973) and Escape from Evil (1975). One of Becker’s main
claims is that all human beings, as living and hence precarious and mortal
organisms, have an inherent need to cultivate self-esteem and find purpose
in their existence through participation in what he calls “hero systems.”
These are cultural constructs which, by offering people ways to belong
to, and embrace, wholes that transcend the individual, provide both day-
to-day meaning and teleological orientation. A key notion in this context
is what Becker calls “cosmic significance” (or sometimes also “cosmic
specialness”), which he initially casts within the framework of existential
child psychology:
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The child is unashamed about what he needs and wants most. His whole
organism shouts the claims of his natural narcissism. And this claim can
make childhood hellish for the adults concerned, especially when there
are several children competing at once for the prerogatives of limitless
self-extension, what we might call “cosmic significance” . . . We like to
speak casually about “sibling rivalry,” as though it were some kind of
product of growing up . .. But it is too all-absorbing and relentless to be
an aberration, it expresses the heart of the creature: the desire to stand
out, to be the one in creation. . . . Sibling rivalry is a critical problem that
reflects the basic human condition: it is not that children are vicious,
selfish, or domineering. It is that they so openly express man’s tragic
destiny: he must desperately justify himself as an object of primary value
in the universe; he must stand out, be a hero, make the biggest possible
contribution to world life, show that he counts more than anything or
anyone else. (Becker, Denial of Death 3—4)

While it is very likely that—contrary to what Becker and some of his
followers have occasionally appeared to claim—this characteristic is
more a historically situated (as well as gendered), modern-Western trait
than a human universal, it certainly translates adequately into the norms
of industrial and consumerist “progress” and their linear and redemptive
vision of time:

When we appreciate how natural it is for man to strive to be
a hero, . . . then it is all the more curious how ignorant most of us are,
consciously, of what we really want and need. In our culture anyway,
especially in modern times, the heroic seems too big for us, or we too
small for it. Tell a young man that he is entitled to be a hero and he will
blush. We disguise our struggle by piling up figures in a bank book to
reflect privately our sense of heroic worth. Or by having only a little
better home in the neighbourhood, a bigger car, brighter children. But
underneath throbs the ache of cosmic specialness, no matter how we
mask it in concerns of smaller scope. . . . It doesn’t matter whether the
cultural hero-system is frankly magical, religious and primitive or secular,
scientific, and civilized. . .. The hope and belief is that the things that man
creates in society are of lasting worth and meaning, that they outlive and
outshine death and decay, that man and his products count. . . . Western
society since Newton, no matter how scientific and secular it claims to
be, is still as “religious” as any other . . . : “civilized” society is a hopeful
belief and protest that science, money, and goods make man count for
more than any other animal. (Becker, Denial of Death 4-5)

A deeply ingrained yearning for cosmic significance, as well as a translation
of this yearning into material and financial accumulation: these are,
according to Becker, the main ingredients of what he calls the “plain
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debasing and silly heroics” of industrial and consumerist capitalism—*“the
plain debasing and silly heroics of the acquisition and display of consumer
goods, the piling up of money and privileges that characterizes whole ways
of life” (Denial of Death 7). One of the main claims I will make later in
this essay is that such substitute heroics can and should be replaced by
more existentially lucid, less acquisitive, and more biosphere-centred heroics
if a genuine ecological transition, compatible with resource depletion and
reduced material expectations, is to take place. On our way to establishing
this claim, however, we first need to delve more deeply into the main
cultural and existential cause for the modern-Western quest for cosmic
significance.

Becker’s most enduring and influential contribution to the humanities
is his thesis—which has since spawned a vast scientific literature and
given birth to a whole new sector of academia called “terror management
theory” (see e.g., Solomon, Greenberg and Pyszczynski, The Worm at the
Core; Harvell and Nisbett)—that what drives the heroic quest for cosmic
significance and its social, economic, political and cultural manifestations
is the denial of death, or more precisely the various strategies we use
unthinkingly in order to push the awareness of our fragility and mortality,
along with the existential terror it creates in us, out of our day-to-day
consciousness:

The first thing we have to do with heroism is to lay bare its underside,
show what gives human heroics its specific nature and impetus. Here
we introduce directly one of the great rediscoveries of modern thought:
that of all things that move man, one of the principal ones is his terror
of death. After Darwin the problem of death as an evolutionary one
came to the fore, and many thinkers immediately saw that it was a major
psychological problem for man. They also very quickly saw what real
heroism was about . . . heroism is first and foremost a reflex of the terror

of death. (Becker, Denial of Death 11)

The implications of Becker’s approach have been cogently summarized by
three of its most well-established contemporary representatives:

We humans all manage the problem of knowing we are mortal by calling
on two basic psychological resources. First, we need to sustain faith in
our cultural worldview, which imbues our sense of reality with order,
meaning, and permanence. . . . Since we’re constantly on the brink
of realizing that our existence is precarious, we cling to our culture’s
governmental, educational, and religious institutions and rituals to
buttress our view of human life as uniquely significant and eternal.
But . . . the paths to literal and symbolic immortality laid out by our
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worldviews [also] require us to feel that we are valuable members of our
cultures. Hence, the second vital resource for managing terror is a feeling
of personal significance, commonly known as self-esteem. . . . Self-esteem
shields us against the rumblings of dread that lie beneath the surface of
our everyday experience. Self-esteem enables each of us to believe we are
enduring, significant beings rather than material creatures destined to be
obliterated. (Solomon, Greenberg and Pyszczynski, Worm at the Core 9)

It is precisely this self-esteem which, in Greer’s short story, we witness the
businessman losing as the seer’s successive visions deconstruct and annihilate
his entire worldview of technological progress as a source of eternal salvation
from cosmic insignificance. It is most probably also this threat to cosmic
self-esteem that leads Ugo Bardi to present the computerized birthing of
a planetary intelligence capable of terraforming distant planets as f humans
still existed and as if they were directing it, as a secular-religious source
of solace that, in his eyes, the mere succession of cycles of birth, growth,
decline and death in nature cannot possibly provide.

In direct continuity with these insights, the Polish-British thinker
Zygmunt Bauman connects this quest for death-denying self-esteem
and worldview validation directly to the project of modernity, and most
specifically the ambition of the eradication of death through modern, hyper-
technological medicine as a precursor to the project of transhumanism:

The promise to conquer if not mortality, then each and any specific cause
of death, fits the self-confidence, nay hubris, that marked the modern
spirit from the beginning and through most of its history. Drawbacks
seemed but a temporary nuisance, all evil but a relic of past human folly
which triumphant civilization will eventually extirpate, all affliction
but a side-product of ignorance soon to be replaced with foolproof
knowledge. Libraries were written on the not-yet-realized, but certain
to materialize, human omnipotence . . . (Bauman, Mortality 145-46)

According to Bauman, it is this very omnipotence that has become the
content of modern rationality itself—almost as if modern reason were

defined by its capacity to “kill death,” as he puts it (Mortality 152):

Once the diffuse and inhuman prospect of mortality has been localized
and “humanized,” one need no more stand idle waiting for impending
doom. One can do something, something “reasonable” and “useful.” One
can be active, and act in an instrumentally rational fashion. Conforming
to modern mentality, one can cast death and survival as “problems.”
And then one can think seriously about the solution to these problems,
and apply to the solution all the tested faculties and skills with which
modernity armed its residents. (Bauman, Mortaliry 153)
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As exemplified by Greer’s frightened but enormously ambitious
businessman who wants to build an immortal corporation, as well as by
Bardi’s transhumanist fiction of a planetary intelligence carrying forth into
the deep future humanity’s yearning for immortality, modernity itself turns
out to be the project by which the denial of death turns into a culturally
sanctioned biophobia which, in turn, parades as rationality and denies its
own historicity.

In other words, the denial of death hides inside historical modernity,
which itself hides inside the culturally rationalized denial of nature. This
explains a rather disturbing fact—namely, that in his final book, published
posthumously after he died of cancer at age fifty, Ernest Becker couches
his theory of death-denying cultural heroism in a stark and extremely
dark naturalism that seems to make biophobia all but inevitable, and even
a hallmark of all genuine humanity. Greer appears to be resoundingly
vindicated in his accusation, which we heard at the beginning of this section,
that modern fantasies of eternal salvation through perpetual progress
are inextricably bound up with (as he said above) “biophobia—the stark
shivering dread of life’s normal and healthy ripening toward death” (Greer,
“The Next Ten Billion Years” [b] 290). To drive this point home in the
most striking of manners, here is Becker’s very Lovecraftian (much more
than Darwinian) description of humanity’s existential predicament within
nature:

The only certain thing we know about this planet is that it is a theatre of
crawling life, organismic life, and at least we know what organisms are
and what they are trying to do. At its most elemental level the human
organism, like crawling life, has a mouth, digestive tract, and anus, a skin
to keep it intact, and appendages with which to acquire food. Existence,
for all organismic life, is a constant struggle to feed—a struggle to
incorporate whatever other organisms they can fit into their mouths and
press down their gullets without choking. Seen in these stark terms, life
on this planet is a gory spectacle, a science-fiction nightmare in which
digestive tracts fitted with teeth at one end are tearing away at whatever
flesh they can reach, and at the other end are piling up the fuming
waste excrements as they move along in search of more flesh. . . . Each
organism raises its head over a field of corpses, smiles into the sun, and

declares life good. (Becker, Escape from Evil 1-2)

This vision of “nature, red in tooth and claw,” to quote Lord Tennyson
(1850, canto 56) who opposes it directly to “love Creation’s final law,”
completes the trap into which Becker’s dark naturalism locks us. This is
because this mortality—which, if Becker is to be believed, humans are
quite justified in denying as ferociously as it pursues them—now becomes,
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in the next step, the basis for the quest for perpetual accumulation and
growth through the pursuit of immortality-bestowing economic heroism:
“Immortality power . . . came to reside in accumulated wealth” (Becker,
Escape from Evil 87). True enough, Becker’s ultimate hope was that,
once people have been made aware by “a world-scientific body” of the
mystifications wrought by self-preservation, they “might struggle, even in
anguish, to come to terms with themselves and their world” (Escape from
Evil 168).

But what are the odds of such a struggle succeeding when it is set
within an existential condition as overpowering and universal as the one he
describes? Becker observes that

[o]nce the organism is satiated, this becomes its frantic all-consuming
task, to hold onto life at any cost—and the costs can be catastrophic in
the case of man. ... For man, ... this organismic craving takes the form
of the search for “prosperity”—the universal ambition of human society.
Now, prosperity means simply that a high level of organismic function
will be maintained, and so anything that works against this has to be
avoided. In other words, in man the search for appetitive satisfaction
has become conscious: he is an organism who knows that he wants food
and who knows what will happen if he doesn’t get it, or if he gets it
but falls ill and fails to enjoy its benefits. Once we have an animal who
recognizes that he needs prosperity, we also have one who realizes that
anything that works against continued prosperity is bad. (Becker, Escape
from Ewvil 2)

This naturalization of the necessity of “continued prosperity” for incurably
death-denying human animals who fear nature’s teeth and claws leaves
precious little room, it seems, for anything else than the dreams and
expectations embodied in Greer’s greedy and delusional businessman,
and in Bardi’s transhumanistic and equally delusional fantasy of an A.I.-
perpetuated human creative intelligence ruling the cosmos. In the short
run, such an essentialization of biophobia makes growth, accumulation
and aggressive resource extraction into rational behaviour, and modernity
into the obvious response to mortality, even as Becker’s theory—and its
empirical application in experimental and clinical psychology—deconstructs
this biophobia as an unconscious mystification due to the denial of the very
mortality that is presented as a realization, within the deathly theatre of
nature, of pure Lovecraftian horror. The trap is, indeed, complete.
However, we have gained some clarity. We now see that in order for the
evocation of a deep future peopled by post-human creatures recomposed
from the atoms left over by the decomposition of our human descendants
to trigger—to paraphrase Greer—consolation instead of horror, that is,
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in order for the modern notion of progress and its many avatars such as
growth, linear time and unchecked resource extraction to no longer rule
our relationship to the future, we need to recognize that the industrial and
consumerist economy we have constructed over the past three centuries
is not an existential escape hatch, but is actually part of the trap. This is
the main message of what I call existential economics, to which I now turn.
Only once we have spelled out clearly the ways in which industrial and
consumerist capitalism is rooted in a specific way of denying death—hence
of denying nature—that can be overcome and changed, will we be capable of
reconciling ourselves with our recent past (the past 5,000 or perhaps 10,000
years), as well as with our very distant, deep future (the next 100 million or
the next billion years) and of spearheading a genuine ecological transition.

AN EXISTENTIAL PERSPECTIVE ON ECONOMIC
LIFE

Existential economics seeks to understand the role played by existential
factors in economic phenomena. Existential factors are whatever plays
akey role in people’s search for the meaning of their lives. This covers what
is usually known by the expression “human condition.” A basic assumption
of existential economics is that every single agent in the economy carries
their existential anxieties into their actions. The basic question asked in
existential economics is what role key aspects of our human condition play
in economic phenomena.

Existential economics is based on two key ideas which we discussed in
the previous section. First, a very basic feature of the human condition
is the all-pervading fear of death, and of finitude more generally. This
implies that almost all human action in society is unconsciously coloured
by death terror—both for those who are fragile and precarious and for
those who appear to be successful and solid. Second, a very basic feature
of cultural and social life is the all-pervasive denial of death. This implies
that social life, and hence also economic life, has to be understood as
a more or less sophisticated device for the repression of death terror—
more precisely, a collective device by which each individual is rendered
able to manage his subliminal fear of death. As we saw, Becker calls this
the hero system: all cultures aim to offer up and impose in socialization
certain models of heroic existence by which individuals can reassure
themselves as to their cosmic significance.

These two key features have implications for the observable behaviour
of both individuals and corporate entities within the economy. For instance,
it has been shown that “mortality salience” (the fact of making participants
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in a psychological lab experiment acutely aware of their mortality) played
a significant role in the cautious and even outright hostile reactions of
the German population to the introduction of the euro currency (Jonas,
Fritsche and Greenberg). Terror management theory practitioners
Sheldon Solomon, Jeff Greenberg and Tom Pyszczynski claim that “the
historical record and empirical research provide convergent support for the
proposition that the denial of our mortality is at the root of humankind’s
feverish pursuit of wealth” (“Lethal Consumption” 139). What would an
existential-economics analysis of the current overall economic and social
situation look like? Let us simplify the picture as much as possible by
dividing the population into three categories: consumers, businesses and
the government.

Consumers spontaneously translate the basic existential anxiety into
an addictive search for cosmic significance through the acquisition of
goods—material commodities, but also immaterial images and purchasable
virtual realities—as well as through the pursuit of the financial wealth that
will expand their access to such goods. Consumerism, the systematic use
of material goods in order to fill the “hole within,” is one of the main
contemporary results of this dynamic (Bauman, Consuming Life; Turley).
The thirst for material and financial wealth is one of the main implications
of consumerism (Kasser; Solomon, Greenberg and Pyszczynski, “Lethal
Consumption”).

Businesses, which are structured sets of individuals, function according
to a logic in which each member feels they must contribute as much as
possible to the firm’s growth and profitability—even when the firm is a
“psychopathic” corporation (Bakan) which, by design, is immortal and has
the legal duty to maximize surplus value for its shareholders. Management
methods are created which “enrol” individuals by creating enthusiasm
for profit-generating activities—sometimes to the point of obsession,
especially for higher-ranking white collar workers, but increasingly for
blue collar workers as well (Sennett; Boltanki and Chiapello). Here too,
the underlying causality is existential: we participate in the antics of
profitability and growth because we believe (or have been educated to
believe) that they will give our precarious life some meaning and stability
by being a source of self-esteem. This enrolment logic is accentuated by
the consumerist thirst for financial wealth, which since the 1990s has
led an increasing number of consumers to become shareholders as well,
playing on financial markets in order to supplement labour incomes which
stagnate due to ferocious competition between firms.

Moreover, the fear of old age and death has led more and more very
wealthy individuals to elect public officials who have, over the past four
decades, pushed for increasing liberalization of financial flows, and this
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has led to the increased “financialization” of pensions, especially in Anglo-
Saxon regions (Blackburn) and some Eastern European countries. The
reason why governments have become increasingly sensitive to the voices
of the rich (Formisano) is, among other things, because the fear-driven
ideology of growth has become so widespread that politicians, themselves
seeking existential meaning and cosmic significance through reputation
and re-election, buckle to mainstream incentive arguments of the “trickle-
down” type according to which death-denying economic growth can only
be generated through the death-denying enrichment of the already well-off.

There is a twofold causality going from the system towards our human
condition, and from our human condition towards the system. Both causal
directions are essential to a full understanding of what the capitalist market
economy is about. Existential economics fully heeds the two directions of
the system-to-human causality and roots the questioning within the basic
idea that this system-to-human causality is driven by the response of the
system to the human fear of precariousness, suffering and death, which
takes on very different hues and colours, and translates into very different
behavioural patterns, depending on where one is located within the system.

It is the desperate quest of the Western industrial ego for “cosmic
significance” through extraction, possession and accumulation that renders
our economic system so utterly unsustainable from an ecological point
of view. This does not mean that existential economics neglects political
power relations and the abuse of wealth asymmetries and inequalities—in
fact, these very phenomena themselves are rooted in the same anxious,
ego-centred quest for significance and fear of insignificance (Strenger)
that also drives ecological destruction. All these mechanisms are locked
together into one huge systemic logic, driven invisibly by modernity’s
alliance with men’s and women’s quest for death-denying self-esteem
and worldview validation through a belief in technological “progress” and
economic growth (Greer, After Progress).

How can human beings live with the inner tension between the desire
for immortality and the knowledge of mortality? Part of the answer, says
Ernest Becker, lies in the search for a conscious life lived without existential
lies. In the existential perspective, individuals are to develop what I have
called “critical acceptance” (Arnsperger, Critical Political Economy and
Ethique de Pexistence post-capitaliste). It is a way of living in which we
still play along with the mystifications of the hero system of culture and
social life, but we stop projecting our denial of death outward through the
economic decisions we make in search of self-esteem. We accept that we
are still caught in an industrial and consumerist capitalist game ridden with
death denial—ours and others’—but we begin to gain some critical distance
from it. We see how our “success” inside the game is mainly a reflection
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of a skewed arrangement by which our quest for self-esteem has trumped
others’ similar quests, and we see how our “failures” have been mainly
due to power asymmetries connected, once again, to the unequal systemic
pathways through which others’ quests for self-esteem have been able
to trump ours. Moreover, we realize how the whole bulk of these frantic
quests for industrial-consumerist self-esteem, in the service of the denial
of death, has had a disastrous impact on nonhuman species, as well as the
biosphere in general.

Such a realization does not come easily within the modern Western
mindset. It requires opening up to an internal force, a creative energy
directed not at false, death-denying heroics but at the search for a life that
accepts death while at the same time accepting not to be free of the fear of
death—alife, in other words, in which there is a conscious fear of death, alucid
consciousness of death as the centre of life and thus, at the same time, a life
in which the burden of death—on oneself and on others—becomes lighter,
not heavier (Brown). Is industrial and consumerist capitalism conducive
to such a path? In my view, which is informed by existential economics, it
is not. Instead, industrial and consumerist capitalism makes the individual
burden of death ever heavier—and less conscious—by creating a hero
system that focuses on a materialistic way of satisfying the drive-to-defend
through the drive-to-acquire.

“JOYFUL INSIGNIFICANCE”: DEEP TIME,
COSMIC INDIGENEITY AND THE FUTURE
OF THE ECOLOGICAL TRANSITION

It is not wealth, consumption, status or recognition which are problematic
in themselves; what is detrimental—and can be seen only through the lens
of existential economics—is the fact that wealth, consumption, status and
recognition are being hijacked by people’s death-denying aspirations to an
infinity which neither wealth nor consumption nor status nor recognition
can ultimately bestow. As a result, as I have argued at length elsewhere
(Arnsperger, Critique de lexistence capitaliste), modern Western humans
have come to confuse material goods for spiritual resources, in the deeply
rooted belief that the former can offer what the latter used to promise:
a respite from finitude, a forgetfulness of death and a certainty of finding
refuge from one’s precarious existence.

Therefore, it is also not existential heroism in itself that is the problem;
we cannot help trying (and needing) to push death awareness out of our
day-to-day consciousness in order to focus on the tasks and aspirations at
hand. What we can and should avoid is death-and-destruction-amplifying
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existential heroism. What we could and should reject is misplaced existential
heroism which misleads us into locating the object of our yearning—
cosmic significance, a sense of meaning and purpose in an evolving natural
universe—where it cannot possibly be found: in finite, perishable goods
and in a blind faith in technological progress and economic growth which
(as the anguished businessman in Greer’s story exemplifies) will never
satisfy us, because it can never satisfy us.

The key task—and in late modernity it has become an arduous one,
to be sure—is to uproot biophobia by recognizing that it splits us down
the middle, psychologically and existentially speaking, because it makes
us deny two crucial facts: from the viewpoint of our objective mind,
we are natural parts of nature and the cosmos; from the point of view
of our subjective mind, nature and the cosmos are a spiritual part of us
(Greer, The Way of the Golden Section 3—4). The first fact is the linchpin of
scientific modernity and is, by that token, very familiar to us, but without
the second fact—which flies in the face of all forms of modern rationalism
and reaches back into Western humanity’s relatively recent past, from the
Renaissance backwards into tribal and indigenous times—it is so conducive
to existential angst that it is no wonder modern Western humans, who
live fully immersed in object relations, amputated of their subjective mind,
have developed the specific death denial syndrome diagnosed by Becker
and his successors.

If nature and the cosmos are not subjectively part of us—to be more
exact, of an “us” that is much larger and more omnipresent than each of our
Western industrial egos—then the deep-future visions of Greer’s seer are,
indeed, unbearable. The “skin-encapsulated ego” (Watts), if persuaded it is
the be-all and end-all of a human subject who is a mere object in an objective
cosmos, cannot possibly rejoice in the spectacular, eon-long cycles of
birth, decay, death and regeneration that will preside over the succession
of worlds throughout the next ten billion years. The anxious quest for
cosmic significance so keenly put forward by Becker stems from the fact
of having lost our subjective minds—the part of our individual minds that
is, as myriad spiritual and mystical traditions throughout history testify,
fully capable of perceiving, and feeling at home in, the entire “hierarchy of
heaven and earth” in which the objective human animal is but a point
of passage between the outer expanses and the inner depths (see e.g.,
Hall, Harding, or Singer). It is only once this metaphysical but also very
concrete capacity has been recovered that the frantic demand for cosmic
significance can be relinquished in favour of what I would call a “joyful
insignificance.” To the anxious objective mind, this sounds precisely like
what needs to be avoided at all costs; within the millennia-old traditions
of humanity—which some will wish to call “esoteric” or “occult”—it is
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what needs to be developed by all means possible. Joyful insignificance
is a way of settling into the twin immensities of inner consciousness and
outer materiality, rejecting neither and inhabiting both in the knowledge,
which at this point can only be called wisdom, that both immensities are
welcoming instead of hostile. To go back to Greer’s earlier question, only
by this sort of momentous shift in consciousness towards a reconciliation
with our cosmic insignificance as a matter of fact, can horror at the sight
of the seer’s visions be replaced by consolation—and perhaps even joy.
Heroism, in Becker’s sense, needs to be de-coupled from the quest for
cosmic significance and re-coupled with the age-old veneration of deep
time: the deep past of our cosmic origins (see e.g., Swimme and Berry), as
well as the deep future of our vaster self’s evolution not just in but as the
cosmos itself, unfolding, dying and being reborn (see e.g., Stager).

This rather staggering (for the modern objective mind) change in
perspective implies that making it possible to settling into and inhabiting
these twin immensities in a way that will allow us to joyfully reinbabit the Earth
in radically non-destructive ways is the signal task for any spiritual practice
worth its salt in these waning decades of the industrial world. This entails
all the concrete implications that come with the “long descent” towards
a de-industrial future, i.e. living with significantly fewer resources on much
smaller geographical areas and making many of the—illusory and death-
denying—material comforts and luxuries of the industrial present a thing of
the past (Greer, The Long Descent). It also entails, however, a radically new
form of being in the world, which I will call “cosmic indigeneity”: if Earth
science and geology have taught us one thing at the existential level, it is that
just like older Indigenous peoples were and still are quietly and joyfully—
but also frugally—connected to a place or a land as their meaning-giving area
of inhabitation, de-industrial peoples will be connected, indeed indigenous,
to the entire cosmos. They will be “geologically human” (Wood) and, from
that consoled and reconciled vantage point, they will become capable of
truly embracing new forms of de-industrial heroism—in particular, for the
modern West, the quiet and joyful heroism of voluntary simplicity (Grigsby)
and of the transition town movement (Hopkins).

From the vantage point of the Western industrial objective mind,
these forms of heroism are linked to imaginaries of self-sacrifice and
self-deprivation. To the cosmically indigenous subjective mind, however,
they are among the best available forms of planetary reinhabitation. For
as the seer asks the anguished businessman at the end of Greer’s story
(10 Billion): “You think that because nothing lasts forever it means that
nothing matters? Every person dies. Every civilization dies. Every species
dies and eventually so does the Earth and the universe itself. So? The
question is what we do while we’re here.”
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Robustness and Vulnerability:
Caring for the Earth in an Age of Loss

THE FUTURE OF AN ARID LAND!

The old metaphor of the canary in the coal mine has lost its edge. When
applied to global warming and climate change, the relevance of its parts
has become reversed—the canary is clearly dead, and it died a good while
ago, its warnings mostly ignored. The coal mines of the world, meanwhile,
are busier than ever, as the power plants they serve pump vast amounts
of CO, into the atmosphere. A better metaphor for the present human
predicament is the frog and the kettle of water. Everybody knows that
the frog, if thrown into hot water, will leap out. No problem there. But
we pity the frog placed in cool water because, when its kettle is gradually
heated, the complacent frog hasn’t the sense to escape, and it stays until
it boils.

... Climate changeis transforming the polar regions of North America
fastest—melting ice, thawing permafrost, and drowning polar bears—
but for most people who live in the Lower 48, those transformations
are nearly as remote as a tsunami hitting Borneo. While we lament such
calamities at a distance, the warming kettle, now rattling up toward
a boil, is working changes closer to home that promise sweeping
transformations. The place where those changes might best be observed
is a region already straining from rapid growth, whose water resources
are stretched to the utmost—the aridlands of the North American
West. What happens under the turquoise skies of the continent’s most
celebrated landscapes will presage changes that human frogs in kettles
the world over can expect to experience.

' This section is excerpted from William deBuys, A Great Aridness: Climate

Change and the Future of the American Southwest, Oxford University Press, 2011.
© William deBuys 2011. All rights reserved. Reprinted by kind permission from Oxford
University Press.
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In that land of exceptional beauty and complexity, the remotest arroyos
and mountaintops bear witness to a changing climate. They give their
testimony in the form of tree rings, vanishing wildlife, insect outbreaks,
the dust-blown ruins of ancient villages, and the behavior of wildfires. The
story they tell is already reshaping the politics of the Colorado River, on
whose water nearly thirty million people depend. It also adds a subtext to
the violence and human suffering along the U.S.-Mexico border. Adapting
to the changes now underway will ultimately require the metamorphosis
of cities like Phoenix and Tucson, if those cities are to preserve a modicum
of the quality of life they now possess.

... The North American Southwest is hardly alone in its predicament.
It stands as proxy for the large portion of the world that will experience
similarly powerful impacts from climatic change. The die-back of forests
in the Mediterranean Basin, uncontrollable fires in Australia and Russia,
floods in Pakistan, and the drying-out of southern Africa are all part of
the global dynamic. What sets the Southwest apart, endowed as it is with
abundant financial, human, and technological resources, is that nowhere
else will the drama be acted out more elaborately—or reported more
thoroughly. . ..

. .. [N]othing big happens for just one reason. This may sound like
a trivial matter, but in fact it is important. Notwithstanding the attraction
of tidy, sound-bite-ready, just-so stories, most things happen not for
one reason but for many. It takes a lot to destabilize, let alone dismantle
a civilization, like that which once dwelled at Chaco Canyon or Mesa Verde,
and it also takes a lot to cause an otherwise stable and self-replicating forest
community to begin behaving in self-extinguishing ways it rarely or never
did before. The more one looks at any situation, the more one marvels at
the interlocking gyre of causes and effects. Part of the beauty of the world,
even including its disasters, is its complexity.

Almost inevitably, wherever multiple causes are gathered, one or
more will prove to have been produced by humans, a fact which leads
to another theme, that the human contribution to change in the natural
world more often catalyzes than dictates the outcome. It energizes and
speeds the interaction of forces that are already present and at work,
rather than deciding the result outright and single-handedly. We see this
in the “flip” of desert grassland to mesquite and other shrubs, where
overgrazing helped bring about vast landscape changes in the space of
a few generations that otherwise might have taken centuries. The idea
that it would have happened anyway, however, should console no one.
There is always chance. No set of potentials has just one outcome. If
humans had not influenced the desert grasslands as they did, they would
surely have influenced them in a different way. Indeed they did so for
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eons before Europeans arrived in North America by collecting mesquite
beans for food, possibly on a very large scale. Long ago, in such a case,
with a different catalyzing influence, yet another result ensued. The
forces latent in nature have the potential to move ecological systems
toward multiple future states; human activities help select the direction
of the move.

A third theme . . . concerns the enormity of human capacity for
adaptation. At various times and under various circumstances—from
the great droughts of the medieval era to the cardboard shanties of
today’s Mexicali—simply surviving in the Southwest has been a signal
achievement. But the people of the Southwest have done far more than
merely survive. They have erected a great hydraulic civilization in one of
the most intimidating environments on the continent. Vast quantities of
ingenuity, wealth, and cooperation have made this achievement possible. It
is a heritage fit to inspire both pride and emulation. Today the robustness of
the Southwest’s past achievements is perhaps matched by its vulnerability,
and the people of the region will need to call on even greater amounts of
the qualities that allowed their successes if they are to meet the challenges
of the decades to come.

The answers to these challenges will be plural, not singular, but no
answer will count for much—it will not in fact be an answer—if it is not
backed by strong social will and collective commitment. A professional
class of policy wonks, land managers, and water buffaloes, the usual
suspects to whom the public defers on environmental matters, cannot
handle this set of problems on their own. There needs to be broad debate
and broader understanding. There needs to be a citizenry aware of the
stakes.

... Theidea of fiber lends itself to metaphor: it will take fiber to contend
with the changes of the future and not least to endure the uncertainty
that will attend them. Ultimately, the best answers to the climate change
predicament in the North American West lead back to mundane matters:
we need to get on with what we should have been doing all along, including
limiting greenhouse gasses. We need to take care of unfinished business
on the border, in our forests, and in water management. It wouldn’t hurt
to love the desert, too: there will be so much more of it; and to protect
the rivers and to give the diversity of nature our serious respect. No silver
bullet will make the coming decades of the Anthropocene more tolerable.
There is only the age-old duty to extend kindness to other beings, to work
together and with discipline on common challenges, and to learn to live in
the marvelous aridlands without further spoiling them. It is an old calling
and a great one. We have already had a lot of practice. We should be better
at it. We can be.
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EARTHCARE ON A HIMALAYAN TRAIL?

We will not “fix” the present wave of extinction or the climate crisis, in the
sense of returning to a richer and more stable past. The jig, one might say,
is mostly up. So, how to proceed? How to deal with the anger, sorrow, and
very real grief that such profound changes produce? I began my journey
in the Himalaya wondering if the time had come to apply the ethics of
hospice to the care of Earth.

The idea of hospice for Earth is easily misunderstood. Of course, Earth
is not dying. It has supported life for billions of years, and no matter
what we do, our planet will generate life in myriad forms for billions
more. But aspects of Earth are passing away. Soon more than an alarmed
community of scientists and activists will mourn the lost stability of the
Holocene climate, as it becomes clear that a warmer, more energetic, and
more turbulent climatic regime has replaced it. Meanwhile, the Sixth Great
Extinction, the unmistakable wave of human-caused species loss, which is
already underway, will accelerate in proportion to the vehemence of the
changes the new climate brings. So, yes, there will be a lot of death, a lot of
“patients” breathing their last. And the emotional and spiritual toll on the
caregivers who attempt to mitigate those losses and on others who consider
themselves family to the ailing world will tap our deepest wells of fortitude.

In Dolpo, the clinics conducted by the Nomads expedition, in villages
far from hospitals and laboratories, became theaters in which to observe
a particular set of ethics. Most of the time, we could not “fix” our patients—
could not put them on long-term drug therapies, let alone intervene with
surgeries or other dramatic measures. Instead, the medicine the Nomads
clinicians practiced, whether drawing on Western science or on the traditional
healing arts of the Himalaya, was old-fashioned. It emphasized person-to-
person contact and relief from immediate suffering. In a phrase, it prioritized
care over cure. Also, it frequently required both patients and practitioners
to avoid preoccupation with probabilities over which they had no control—
to relinquish their attachment to outcomes—and to focus on the fullness
of the present. These ethics, while contrary to the main thrust of Western
medicine, are central to hospice and palliative care, and they are far from
being defeatist or despairing. As we trekked through the brilliant mountains,
the idea of applying such ethics to our troubled planet seemed to me to open
possibilities that felt liberating and reenergizing. It offered the prospect of
revising one’s “terms of engagement” in serving the planet, and this, in turn,
raised the possibility of engaging more effectively and with a lighter heart. . . .

2 This section and the next are excerpted from William deBuys, The Trail to Kanjiroba:

Rediscovering Earth in an Age of Loss, Seven Stories Press, 2021. © William deBuys 2021. All
rights reserved. Reprinted by kind permission from Seven Stories Press.
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... A conservationist friend argues that to prophesy the end of anything
is an act of hubris. We cannot know the future, she says, and we delude
ourselves if we think we can. To foretell the demise of great waves of the
world’s wildlife is an act of overweening pride. She may be right. Chance
never sleeps. My own hope, such as it is, lies in surprise, and surprises of
various kinds may ultimately alter our calculation of outcomes for the wild
world. This may already be happening. Some of the contra-indicators for
the Sixth Great Extinction include:

Urbanization: as more people crowd into megacities, some rural areas
become depopulated. Without constant hunting, wood-gathering,
grazing by domestic livestock, and other human-caused disturbances,
many natural systems, including their wildlife, will rebound. India
provides examples of this, and in some of the vacated rural areas,
wildlife—even tigers, provided they are protected from poaching—
are making a comeback. (The trend, however, can also reverse: not
just in India but throughout the world, the economic impact of the
Covid-19 pandemic has sent many impoverished city-dwellers back
to their natal villages and to a resumption of subsistence activities.
The collapse of tourism, meanwhile, has deprived many villagers of
the means for living lighter on the land.)

Speciation: some authorities maintain that rapid adaptation and global
mixing in wildlife populations is producing not a sixth extinction, but
a sixth genesis. In a way, it is a failsafe argument: evolution guarantees
that life on Earth, given a chance, will diversify. The question is: Will
the rate of diversification surpass the rate of loss? Those who say yes
seem to rely more on faith than data.

Technology: perhaps scientists will manage to accelerate biological
adaptation to new global conditions. One promising area involves
developing new strains of coral capable of tolerating warmer and
more acidic seas, as Madeleine van Oppen and the late Ruth Gates
have striven to do at their respective labs in Australia and Hawaii.
Perhaps such new strains will be successfully seeded into the Great
Barrier Reef and other cornerstones of marine diversity, and perhaps
analogous “fixes” may be found for other ecosystems. That’s a lot of
“perhapses,” but, hey, don’t be a party pooper.

“Geoengineering,” the application of technical fixes at a planetary
scale, may avert the worst impacts of climate change, benefitting
natural systems as well as people. So say the advocates of re-jiggering
the planet. One proposal involves deploying space-tech umbrellas
in the upper atmosphere to reflect more of the sun’s energy away
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from Earth. Another calls for pumping vast amounts of water (with
what energy?) back onto the Greenland and Antarctic icecaps to
refreeze during winter, thereby forestalling the rising of the seas.
Of geoengineering one thing is sure: its potential for moneymaking
is oceanic. As conditions worsen, desperate societies will clutch at
increasingly wild ideas, while companies hungry for giant contracts will
launch sales promotions at the scale of national political campaigns.
Perhaps such schemes will live up to their hype. On the other hand,
perhaps they will amount to no more than a lavishly expensive ghost
dance for industrial capitalism.

* Enlightenment: humans, the hopeful say, will rein themselves in,
protecting and restoring habitats on a massive scale. Maybe so, but so
far, not so good. Protected areas, which often exist more on paper than
in actuality, and the careful management of surrounding buffer lands 1 2 1
have certainly slowed negative trends, but they are far from reversing
them on a broad scale. And people, in general terms, continue to
behave . .. well, like people.

*  Epidemic: disease might decimate human population, as actually happened
in the fourteenth century when the Black Death triggered a rewilding
of many parts of Europe. A much greater calamity swept the Americas
when Old World diseases, on the heels of Columbus’s voyages, reached
populations unadapted to them. (The consequences—because forests
reclaimed vast amounts of abandoned farmland—may have included
alowering of atmospheric CO, and a cooling of the climate, producing the
so-called Little Ice Age, which began in the sixteenth century.) A repeat
experience, enacting tragedy at a colossal scale, is horrific to contemplate
but lies within the universe of possibilities. The economic shutdowns
brought on by the novel coronavirus in 2020 produced hints of nature’s
potential for resurgence: peccaries, emus, elephants, and other species were
seen to be wandering city parks and streets (although many supposedly
corroborating videos proved inauthentic). While such anomalies make
for entertaining YouTube clips, beyond the roads and houses, back in the
swamps and forests, genuinely significant extensions of habitat may also
have occurred. Even if such changes prove transitory, they illustrate one
way in which rewilding can start. Outcomes that are worse for humans
and better for most critters may ensue with the inevitable onset of the next
pandemic. But the price to pay may very well exceed our most ghoulish
imaginings, and such a cost, like the cost of every terrible thing, will fall
most heavily on the poorest and most vulnerable among us.

* Combinations of the above: unexpected linkages produce surprise.

Although ignorant of the future, we can nevertheless prepare. If we
build enough arks and keep them afloat, and if the current expansion
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of Petri Earth eventually abates, or at least shifts to a more forgiving
phase, perhaps the worst outcomes now predicted may be averted.
And then what? A new and enduring equilibrium? Maybe, so long as
runaway warming does not take us past thresholds from which there
is no return. But don’t count on it.

Let’s be real: we don’t live in the gentle Holocene anymore. Alteration of the
climate has delivered us to the Anthropocene, and the heat already loaded into
the climate system guarantees increasing impacts for decades to come. Even
if we start doing everything right tomorrow, our path will not lead back to
where we used to be. As Bill McKibben has observed, “We’ve lost [the] fight,
insofar as our goal was to preserve the world we were born into. That’s not
the world we live on any longer, and there’s no use pretending otherwise.”

We are in a sick room. The patient is a tough old coot, still with plenty
of vigor, but key systems are declining. There’s no turning back the clock
to an earlier period of robust health. From here on, adaptation will be
a primary theme, with lots of workarounds, prostheses, and propping up
to keep things working. We need to give the right kind of care, in the right
way. How to proceed? What ethics should guide us? Perhaps the proper
model is not far away.

Palliative care and hospice care differ from each other. In the first
instance, patients may live a long time, although compromised, and may
ultimately die of something unrelated to their debility. In the second,
the present illness is deemed terminal, although the time frame for its
culmination may be unknown. The differences are important, but in each
case the manner of providing care and support is similar. The aim is to
alleviate suffering and preserve the highest possible level of awareness,
function, and enjoyment. The benefits of such a path accrue to both the
patient and the caregivers, as well as to the patient’s family and friends.

In the years ahead, the intensifying crises of Planet Earth will elicit
a Niagara of crazy behavior. Panaceas will sprout like mushrooms after
a rain: “Plant my tree on five million acres and all will be well!” “Build
my machine and make carbon pollution a memory!” Myths of denial will
morph into myths of escape, and cultish “End Times” fervor will flourish.
Some of the hopeful say that, when things get bad enough, the dead-end
nonbelievers will finally come to their senses. Let’s hope so. Some might
shift allegiance and choose to live in a fact-based world. But millions of
others will keep walking down Crazy Street because, for them, deviation
would cost too much in bewilderment, lost relationships, and eroded
identity. People will keep behaving at least as badly, and as well, as people
typically behave. Those among us who escape the worst of the calamities
will find it challenging to continue necessary work and avoid shutting down.
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Which is why the ethics of hospice and palliative care deserve
consideration. Prioritize care over cure. Remain unattached to outcomes.
Focus on the now. Maintain endurance for the long haul. Such ideas offer
an emotionally and spiritually resilient approach to Earthcare. What
they imply in terms of projects and policy, however, is difficult to say. A
“managed retreat” before the inevitability of sea-level rise, rather than the
construction of doomed seawalls, would be consistent with those values,
as would material support for those whose homes and cherished places are
abandoned in the retreat. Also consistent would be a deep skepticism about
“heroic” interventions, such as atmospheric umbrellas and genetically
manipulated plants and animals, which may spawn hosts of unintended
consequences. Rich societies will have multiple options, poor societies fewer
ones. In either case, blanket policies, are sure to fray under the wearing
realities of cost, societal will, and the peculiarities of individual situations.

My personal, albeit limited, experience in hospice work has taught
me that, if you keep your head and are reasonably diligent, surprisingly
good things can happen, both for you and for the patient. That word again:
“surprise.” Everyone has heard the adage, often attributed to Mark Twain,
that nine-tenths of good luck is preparation. My guess—call it my hope—
is that this principle applies also to Earthcare. Luck favors the prepared
planet. It also favors the prepared caregiver.

Along with the toothbrushes, dehydrated eggs, and dried fruit that
I lugged to Nepal, there was a bag of several hundred stretchy red rubber
bracelets, with “G.R.A.C.E.,” in yellow letters, stamped into the band. We
distributed them among the members of the expedition and handed them
out, along with solar lights and spare clothing, to patients and their loved
ones at our clinics.

G.R.A.C.E. is a mnemonic. It stands for steps in a methodology
that Roshi Joan, with various colleagues, developed for clinicians.’ Like
most mnemonics, its use of language is a little tortured, but its purpose is
pedagogical, not poetic. Its intent is to prompt those who take care of the
seriously ill to remember, not so much what to do, but how to be.

G stands for gathering attention (the caregiver’s, not the patient’s).

R for recalling intentions (what is the present purpose?).

A for attuning (both to oneself and to the patient and others).

C for considering (what action will serve the purpose?).

E for engaging (doing it) and then ending (acknowledging and learning
from what has transpired).

3 Halifax, Joan. “G.R.A.C.E. for Nurses: Cultivating Compassion in Nurse/Patient
Interactions.” Journal of Nursing Education and Practice, vol. 4, no. 1, 2014, pp. 121-28.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5430/jnep.v4n1p121. (Note added by the author.)
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It’s no accident that four of the five steps precede the actual doing.
Preparation. Clarity of mind. The heightened awareness and extra moment
it takes to tilt the odds toward benefit. In my first-aid kit, I carry a plastic
card that outlines a similar series of steps for assessing emergencies and
making first-order diagnoses. When people are in pain, bleeding, or
unconscious, your mind speeds up and a hundred thoughts compete for
attention. Or maybe you freeze. Unless you are so experienced that reflex
alone will produce correct results, a checklist merits the time it takes to
consult it. You sort things out; you do things in order; you don’t skip steps.
G.R.A.C.E. is like that. It helps a caregiver navigate stormy emotional seas.
It outlines a process for getting centered and remaining so. The patient
receives coherent treatment, and the caregiver benefits too: anxiety and
internal conflict might not be banished, but they don’t overwhelm.

Some emergencies, like car accidents, happen fast. Others, like climate
change and the woes of Petri Earth, begin invisibly and seem to have no
end. I keep my G.R.A.C.E. bracelet where I can see it when I work at my
desk. Sometimes it helps. It reminds me to approach difficult situations as
though they were patients in a clinic: take a deep breath and start at G. Get
centered. Strong back, soft front. And go from there.

THE RIGHT WAY OF WALKING

Hospice is a compassionate triage. So is Earthcare. You balance a dedication
never to quit with the discipline to recognize endings. You pause to honor
the passing of whatever is lost: mobility, autonomy, life itself; wildness,
species, ecosystems. You remind yourself that, even as Kanjiroba melts,
it inspires; that beauty, though diminished, remains. Sometimes you need
alot of reminding. . . .

I’d come on the trip thinking that hospice ethics might usefully apply
to Earthcare, and nothing I had learned from Roshi, the medicos, or our
stoical patients contradicted that. Yet I had not gone further. I had a sense
of so what? The formulations I had made and the formulations I had
borrowed seemed worthwhile, but they were at best only recipes. Where
was the real grub?

I dwelled in such ruminations, plodding along, when I became aware of
a kind of counterpoint welling up in the background of my thoughts. No
one can explain how words and ideas come to mind. The manner of their
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summoning eludes us. Yet the mystery of unframed thoughts becoming
manifest attends us daily, and every walker knows that walking seems to
foster it. It is as though the physical shock of our footfalls shakes loose
notions we never suspected our minds contained and frees them to float
INto consciousness.

At first, I couldn’t grasp the idea hovering in the back of my mind,
couldn’t cast it as a thought. It was a shadow, no more. Then, strange to
say, a light fell on it and it took form. It presented itself as a sentence: “The
right way to carry the grief is the right way of walking.” I heard it in my
mind’s ear, as though it were made of sound. I replayed it, hearing it again.
Once. Twice. Several times. The words were clear but the sentence seemed
ariddle.

I was walking. The sentence had arrived like a telegram, sender
unknown. It had a rhythm that fit my steps. I marched to it, silently
chanting. I didn’t understand what the words were trying to tell me, but
I liked their sound and I kept their cadence. I walked a hundred paces,
repeating the sentence like a mantra. Then I reversed the phrases and
walked another hundred: “The right way of walking is the right way to
carry the grief.”

When I thought about the grief, it was not hard to identify. It was the
stew of sorrows brewed from climate change and the woes of Petri Earth.
It was the distress aroused by our planetary dilemma and by our failure as
a soclety, even as a species, to respond in full, to assent to what we know.

Grief was not the riddle. Walking was. What was the right way? Our
expedition had walked for five weeks. Life had contracted to the essentials
of food and shelter, movement and rest, work and play. Every hour’s effort
had been embedded in a stern geography. The requirements of place and
mission asserted demands that none of us could meet alone. We had to
cooperate, act together, and so we formed a community. We served. We
learned. We walked. We found a settled pace, literally and figuratively. For

a time, we were nomads. The trail became home. . . .
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A Conversation with William deBuys

Christian Arnsperger & Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet: Your book 7he
Walk ends with you standing at the edge of the meadow near your New
Mexico homestead and observing a band of horses bicker and fight. For an
instant, you find yourself wishing for the calm and the quiet to return—and
then you tell yourself (but also your riveted reader): . .. and I think, no,
not the tranquil beauty of mere moments ago. Instead this, the perfection
of disorder and desire. The paradise of how it has to be. This 1s it” (The
Walk 151). It appears to be a very meditative stance, a kind of attitude of
letting go and letting be. Would you say that it also reflects your view of
how we need to react nowadays to ecological degradation and civilizational
decline—as a “perfection of disorder and desire”? Are you an advocate of
stepping into the future with a stoic’s mind, with a bodhisattva’s heart?

William deBuys: The Walk begins with a parallel meditation: that looking
at the grain of wood in a desktop can lead to reflection on the biome that
produced the wood, that the view out a window can lead to consideration
of the stars, that the annoyance of a fly can be a portal into exploring
the depths of one’s own psychology. These are not random journeys; they
possess a logic. In the same way, the cranky antics of horses pestering
each other—the perfection of disorder and desire—leads back to intrinsic
tensions in the phenomenon of life. In slow ways or fast, living things test
their environment and each other; they adapt; they select. Through their
actions they express their being. That’s what the horses were doing, which
is central to the final epiphany: that without tension and turmoil, life is
sterile—it is not really life—and real beauty is impossible. The epiphany,
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which I try to show rather than discuss, is that in order to have the things
we love the most, we must also live with things that are much harder to
love or even to accept. Life is a wholeness, and as humans we want to pick
and choose among its aspects. The scene that concludes The Walk says that
a true embrace of life includes all of its aspects. And in any case, picking
and choosing is futile.

A friend who is a Protestant minister said that 7he Walk expressed
a view more Jewish than Christian. I don’t know if that is correct, but
what she was trying to say is that Christianity promises perfection in
an afterlife (although only for adherents who pass the tests of faith and
good behavior). To varying degrees, Judaism and other religions and
philosophies emphasize the here and now, classical stoicism among them.
I find much value in stoicism’s precepts and have been impressed to learn
that its ethics are highly congruent with those of Buddhism. A bodhisattva
being a seeker of the right and good, your formulation of “stepping into
the future with a stoic’s mind, with a bodhisattva’s heart” captures that
convergence and crystallizes a worthy goal for all of us.

CA & ASM: Your body of writing is very impressive in its scope and, while
you are clearly deeply rooted in the American West and in New Mexico
in particular, the spectrum of themes on which you have chosen to work
looks, to the superficial gaze, somewhat eclectic at first: from the path you
walk on almost daily at El Valle (The Walk) to the monumental ecological
and hydrological disaster of the Salton Sea in southern California (Salt
Dreams), from the life of a northern New Mexico villager (River of Traps)
to the quest for the last surviving saola in Borneo (The Last Unicorn), from
the excavation of the writings of the first chroniclers of the Southwest
(First Impressions) to the history of how a private ranch in northern New
Mexico became a public nature preserve (Valles Caldera), from the writings
of the eminent geologist, explorer and conservationist John Wesley
Powell (Seeing Things Whole) to the cataclysms caused in the Southwest
by climate change (A Great Aridness), from the meditative chronicle of
a Himalayan trek to bring medical care to remote mountain villages (The
Trail to Kanjiroba) to the meticulous rendering of the natural and human
history of the vast Sangre de Cristo mountain range (Enchantment and
Exploitation). Add to that a number of forewords and prefaces to books
about such diverse beings and places as the Colorado River, the Rio Grande
or Las Vegas—and there emerges an almost baroque cathedral of extremely
well-informed environmental thinking intertwined with sparse but always
deep and moving existential insights. Yet, when seen as a whole, your work
consistently balances involvement and detachment, loving attention and
blunt factuality, sensitivity to beauty and awareness of decline, piercing
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grief and inner peace. And so there is no eclecticism after all; in fact,
a profound coherence seems to have patterned your entire writing life.
Would you agree that its axial theme is that of genuinely experiencing
both loss and joy within the passage of time—the fleeting time of a fragile
human life but also the “deep time” (as Earth scientists now call it) of
tectonic and glacially slow planetary transformations?

WdB: The temporal tension between human time and Earth time commands
our attention. These two vastly different scales of perception enable us to
generate a binocular view of our place within the cosmos. I will quickly
confess, however, that if I had concerned myself with such lofty ideas
when I started out as a writer, I might have found the trail ahead too steep.
Instead I asked very basic questions: Where am I? Who is he? What’s been
going on here? Those three questions respectively underlie my first three
books. That simplicity, I think or maybe I just hope, continues through
the rest of my work, even to my last book which asks, How shall I carry
the grief I feel about the world?

The “axial theme” you identify is perhaps more an end point than
a starting place. It is where the discoveries prompted by those basic
questions have led. I hasten to add that my journeys are not particularly
analytical and certainly not intentionally so. Irrespective of where I wind
up, I tend to get there by finding and following stories, not by reasoning
alone. If the stories are good, they engage the heart as well as the head,
and the journey becomes infinitely more satisfying. If the trails that the
stories follow tend to arrive in a place where the theme you mention—
the tension between the scales of human time and Earth time—becomes
palpable, well then, that raises another question: either there is an objective
and durable significance to that tension, or the convergence simply reflects
the “wiring” of my own small, subjective consciousness. I hope the former
is true, but I am happy to leave it to others to render judgment.

CA & ASM: At the present time, we are living an epoch where the
fleetingness of our short human lives is colliding with an unheard-of
acceleration in our planet’s transformation. Tectonic and glacially slow
changes are still taking place, of course, but they’re being eclipsed by the
galloping speed of climate change—or “global weirdness,” as you prefer
to name it—and all its accompanying apocalyptic horsemen. In several
of your books, writing as a conservationist, you discuss extinction and
the fact that it is already too late to “preserve the world we were born
into” (as the environmentalist Bill McKibben says). Could you expand
on why, in your eyes, “too late” does not mean simply “there is no
hope™?
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WdB: Part of the answer, for me, is in episode 35 of The Trail to Kanjiroba:

Earth’s beauty is inexhaustible. Even where the world is most diminished,
beauty remains. The forces that erode the life of the planet can reduce
but not eliminate that beauty, for beauty is intrinsic to the planet. Or
if not to the planet, then to the way we Sapiens have evolved to see it.
And the beauty belongs to us, inheres in us, and needs to be conserved
in us too, for we are a part of the planet. . . . If beauty is infinite, then
the need—no, the obligation—to defend such beauty is also infinite.
It will last as long as beauty lasts, and so the obligation will have no
end. . .. defending the beauty of the world [is] a calling that [will] never
go silent. And . . . to serve such a calling . . . produce[s] something that
all of us seek, which is meaning, durable and real.

A longer, fuller answer is much more complicated. Change is inherent
to life. Crystals can replicate themselves but they are not alive—their
replication remains changeless and sterile. Living things change and adapt,
and along the way they experience loss and death. As you say, climate
change is greatly accelerating the rate of change living things must try
to endure. Many will not adapt fast enough. Human appropriation of
Earth’s energy and habitats, and the careless destruction of the wild world
resulting from that appropriation, also accelerates the rate of change. But
beauty will persist, even as it is destroyed. We mustn’t forget that.

A second part of the long answer is that when we talk about hope, we
have to be clear about what we ask the term to mean. If our notion of hope
depends on returning things to how they used to be before our present
worries existed, then indeed there is no hope. We cannot get back to an
idealized status quo ante. But true hope, as I try to explain in episode 45 of
Kanjiroba, is not the same as optimism and it is not simply a yearning
for the elimination of anxiety. True hope requires us to place faith in the
uncertainty and unknowability of the future. Sooner or later, something
unforeseen will occur. It may be positive, negative, or both. Whatever its
valence, we must prepare ourselves to wring the greatest possible good from
it. During the long years of Soviet domination of Czechoslovakia, Vaclav
Havel prepared himself for an eventual deliverance; Nelson Mandela did
likewise during more than three decades of imprisonment. Neither man
knew whether the Soviet Union or apartheid would collapse in his lifetime,
but each was able to make the most of the opportunity that came to him
because he never gave up hope.

A third element of the long answer is that there is no bottom to how
bad climate change and the suffering it engenders can get. Despair and
inaction only guarantee more loss. We must engage. We must assent to
what we know. We must strive to conserve the best and avoid the worst,
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even as the definitions of both continue to change. There is no defensible
and moral path that does not include taking action, and action, because it
seeks to change the odds for outcome, is inherently hopeful.

CA & ASM: Your latest book, The Trail to Kanjiroba, is an account
of your care-delivering journey with Roshi Joan Halifax and a team of
doctors and other medical practitioners to a remote area of the Himalayas.
It is also a wonderful literary account of the development of the field of
geology, Darwin’s travels as they led up to his formulation of the theory
of evolution and other aspects of Earth science. What ties these disparate
subject matters together?

WdB: The book concerns itself with environmental grief—my struggle,
and everyone’s struggle, to come to terms with both the human destruction
of the wild world and the grave losses, already arriving, that attend climate
change. But the book is equally a celebration of the beauty of Earth.

The book grows from a paradox: that we people of the late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries are the first people in the timeless history
of our species to be able to tell ourselves the story of our origins, the
origins of the life around us, and even of our planet—without resorting
to magic or fantasy. Think of it: we needn’t invent a mythology to explain
our place in the universe. We possess an explanation that is real, measurable
and wholly defensible. And yet, even as we possess this near omniscience,
we are well advanced in destroying much of the creation of which we are
a part. Many would say we are destroying the most beautiful portion of
that creation.

The two great theories of Earth science, one from the nineteenth
century, one from the twentieth, make possible this deep knowledge of our
origins and of our planet. The first, of course, is Darwin’s theory of natural
selection and the second, less well known, is the theory of plate tectonics,
which cohered and began to win acceptance in the 1960s, when those of us
now old were children.

Without digressing into a discussion of aesthetics, I would argue
that complexity and awe are linked elements of what we call beauty, and
that the more we partake of the complex insights these theories provide
into the workings of the world, the greater our awe and the greater our
appreciation of the beauty of creation can grow. And so, even as The
Trail to Kanjiroba takes the measure of our planetary woes and seeks the
psychological and spiritual resources not to lose heart in the face of them,
it also seeks a deepened awareness of the beauty of the world—and of the
moral resources such an awareness can offer. In my view, these two strains
are complementary, and without the second, success in the first becomes
much harder to attain.
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CA & ASM: You joined the medical mission to Nepal partly to see if the
ethics of the doctors and other practitioners might offer ideas or values that
could be applied to care of the Earth. You were particularly curious about
the expedition’s prioritization of “care over cure,” which also lies at the
center of hospice ethics. Could you explain what it means to think about
the Earth and about ecology in terms of hospice care, and why it doesn’t
simply mean “giving up”? When you speak of “hospice” as an attitude to
adopt in the face of the ecological crisis, is the dying patient the biosphere
or the human race? As you acknowledge in your book, the term could
be easily misinterpreted in a number of ways. Could you explain exactly
what you mean and why “hospice” seems like a valuable framework to
adopt at this point in time, and if you believe it is also still worth “fighting
for” radical societal change in order to move towards living within our
planetary means?

WdB: It is important to recognize that the concept of hospice, as applied
to Earth care, is an imperfect metaphor. Earth is not dying, and neither
is the human species. In the context of deep time, life will continue on
this planet, as it has for billions of years, expressed, as Darwin put it, in
“endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful.” And at the shorter
timescale of centuries and millennia, there is little probability that the
human species—now almost 8 billion strong—will disappear. (Although
in the context of deep time, pretty much all species are guaranteed to go
extinct or metamorphose into radically different forms, as birds evolved
from dinosaurs.)

But at that shorter timescale of human time much indeed is dying,
and these losses include myriad species of plants and animals, as well as
human languages and cultures. These will be joined by the loss of many
places—geographies that as a result of rising seas, melting glaciers or other
impacts of climate change will be fundamentally transformed and their
biomes largely erased.

Such losses promise to challenge us in profound and intensifying
ways, and the ethics of our medical expedition, which are similar to those
of hospice care, offer a moral framework for moving forward without
capitulating to despair. While on the trail our expedition had no access
to x-rays, scans, blood labs or other sophisticated technologies. We were
obliged to prioritize care over cure and to focus on optimizing the present.
We were challenged to maintain a “strong back” and a “soft front”—facing
every new crisis with both resolve and compassion. We strove to reduce
the suffering of the present moment while increasing its joy, clarity and
relatedness. We tried not to worry about outcomes we could not control.
As applied to Earth care, this approach might mean that we sometimes
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spare ourselves the vain hope of “fixing” things and instead settle into
the more realistic mode of making conditions as good as they can be for
as long as possible, meanwhile being prepared to bear witness to death
and other endings—and to honor them. These ideas require a longer and
deeper discussion, which fundamentally is why I wrote the book.
Interestingly, however, the most valuable lessons I learned about
handling grief arose from a different source. They were embedded in the
discipline and practice of living on the trail, which is to say they arose from
the necessity of continuously “learning how to walk.” These lessons are
encapsulated in the last sixteen words of The Trail to Kanjiroba:

Every day a yatra
Every situation a clinic
Absorb the beanty
Build an ark

Be alive

To unpack those words, however, you have to take to the metaphorical trail
and read the book—or so I think. (For starters, yatra means pilgrimage.)
What I learned was that acquiring a set of precepts or applying a particular
methodology, although useful, was not as important as the task of organizing
and focusing one’s mentality, one’s inner self. That’s where the greatest
difference and the most useful preparation can be made. I am seventy-two
years old and I am still learning to walk. That realization, in its strange way,
is comforting. Somehow it makes the long metaphorical distances and steep
climbs more tolerable, and it makes the topography of grief more navigable.

A word about “radical social change”: many agendas are crowded
beneath that very elastic umbrella, and I am in favor of most of them. Must
all be achieved in order to avert the worst of climate change and save the
wildness that remains? Probably not. Can an excess of social turbulence
delay or prevent attainment of planetary stability? Probably, yes. Can we
know, in advance, the optimal combination of social and environmental
reform? We cannot. Immanuel Kant wisely said, “From the crooked timber
of humanity, nothing straight was ever made.” To contend with climate
change the global community may need to produce something straighter
than we have ever produced before. The struggle to do so will change us,
even as the world around us changes.

CA & ASM: One of the deepest issues raised by modernity is that of
teleological time, viewing temporality as linear and leading either inexorably
to Progress or to Apocalypse (possibly followed by paradise, if you look
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to the Bible as a source, or by a post-apocalyptic dystopia, if you look to
popular culture). Do you have any thoughts on the question of time, and
on how our cultural concepts about time influence our actions (or our
failure to act)? Isn’t there a risk that, being caught between the fleeting
temporality of a human existence and the towering deep temporality of the
biosphere’s evolution, one might feel paralyzed and fatalistic? Aren’t the
twin beliefs in perpetual progress or in an impending apocalypse a defense
mechanism against this paralysis? Do you see your role as a writer as trying
to provide a middle ground between these two modern forms of inertia?

WdB: Teleological time is a burden of human myth-making that civilization
might do well to put down. People want to believe that the future has an
address, that events lead toward an intended destination, be it a Second
Coming or a Mad Max dystopia or any of a thousand other imagined
possibilities. These are distractions from living responsibly in the present.
Worse than distractions, they are a kind of anesthesia dulling us to the
existential moment. I frequently hear people say, everything happens for
a purpose. That’s nonsense. That is akin to a basketball player thanking
God for guiding his three-point shot to the basket. (Don’t we wish
that God, if she exists, has better things to do?) One of the fundamental
lessons of Darwin’s theory of natural selection is that evolution is ruled
by contingency: biological change arises randomly; some changes work
out; most don’t; organisms interact with other organisms and with their
inorganic environment in countless ways, creating the ungoverned,
churning complexity that is the miracle of life on Earth. As J. B. S. Haldane
said, “The universe is not only queerer than we suppose, it is probably
queerer than we can suppose.” No teleology that our furiously busy
human minds can imagine can capture that “queerness” which today we
would call complexity.

Darwin was pilloried for suggesting that a biological relationship
existed between apes and humans. The worry was not just that humans
had hairy cousins with unattractive habits but that humanity’s place on
the throne of creation was insecure. The last sentence of On the Origin
of Species speaks of “endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful
[that] have been, and are being, evolved.” His use of the present imperfect
tense—“are being”—tells us that Creation is not finished, the first week of
Genesis is still the week in which we live. This repudiation of the Christian
teleology of his time may have been his greatest heresy, and much of
mankind finds it troubling to this day.

Looked at another way, however, a rejection of teleology is liberating.
We are freed to become participants in the great on-going project of creation.
We are here, now, on a glorious pinprick of life within the vast sea of the
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universe, and we are free to act. What more do we want? We don’t need to
choose between deep time and human time. Both are real. And we needn’t
feel trapped between them either. We need to be able to think at both scales
without blurring or confusing them. In the blurring lies the moral danger. If
we say to ourselves, “Deep time teaches that new species will always evolve,
so we don’t need to worry about extinctions occurring now,” that’s an error
of scale. People say that kind of thing to avoid feeling moral responsibility
for what’s going on around them. In a way, they invite the paralysis you
mention. It is a cop-out. We need to embrace the two scales of time and
make good use of the binocular vision they bestow upon us.

CA & ASM: In The Trail to Kanjiroba, when discussing your ethics of
hospice care, you describe geoengineering as “perhaps . . . no more than
a lavishly expensive ghost dance for industrial capitalism” (195). In
comparing the hypermodern imaginary of geoengineering to this Native
American spiritual movement, born at the time out of both deep despair
and desperate hope, what points or parallels are you trying to draw out?

WdB: You have nailed our probable predicament with your phrase “deep
despair and desperate hope.” Given the failure of the global community
to abate its pollution of the atmosphere—and given also the unlikelihood
of a reversal of that failure anytime soon—*“deep despair and desperate
hope” will be very widely shared. Under such circumstances, humans show
a talent for inventing fantastical salvation strategies and convincing each
other that those strategies, no matter how far-fetched, are right, proper,
and essential to support. The Ghost Dance was a heart-breaking example
of this. Its charismatic apostle was the Paiute spiritual leader Wovoka
who preached that the Ghost Dance, properly practiced, would halt the
westward migration of whites and restore Native America to unity and
prosperity. The dance spread quickly from tribe to tribe and was fervently
adopted, but, obviously, it did not produce the hoped-for results.

The suffering and loss resulting from climate change can be expected
to produce similarly wishful thinking, possibly leading to the adoption
of risky, speculative and exorbitantly expensive technologies for carbon
capture, planetary cooling or goodness knows what. Probably a few of the
proposed technologies will have merit, but on the whole I suspect we will
see the birth of a Golden Age for scam artists at all levels from individuals
to mega-corporations and governments. The accelerated herd behavior and
intellectual flaccidity of social media pretty much guarantee it. Humans do
this kind of thing. It doesn’t matter whether you are a Native American
watching your world get crushed in 1890 or almost anyone in, say, 2050,
witnessing mass migration, starvation and storms. If you are human, you
will clutch at such straws as are offered, and in our hyper-commercialized
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world, you will probably contribute resources toward them, directly or
through taxes, even if they are worthless.

CA & ASM: You have made your home in New Mexico, which like many
other parts of the United States is a place scarred by settler colonialism
and the destruction of Native cultures. Some survive, and in the case of
the Pueblo tribes (as suggested by two of your fellow New Mexicans
from the University of New Mexico, Gregory Cajete in A People’s Ecology
and David E. Stuart in Anasazi America) the ways of life they still practice
today are much better adapted to prolonged droughts and heatwaves than
those of mainstream Anglo-Americans. In A Great Aridness, you explicitly
state that the future that awaits the American Southwest because of
runaway climate change is but a prefiguration of what billions of other
humans will also need to face sooner rather than later. At the end of
Enchantment and Exploitation, you write:

The traditional cultures of the region are not mere aesthetic
ornaments. . . . Like a rare plant or a unique ecosystem they are
irreplaceable. Society needs to conserve them both for the answers they
give to the basic problems of existence and for the fresh new questions
they pose about the proper relation of people to each other and to the
land. (318-19)

Do Indigenous lifeways offer resources to face grief and loss in today’s
ecologically imperiled world, and to look into the future differently than
modern, “progress”-drunken Westerners have tended to do?

WdB: Maybe the old lifeways offer specific tactics for surviving the
turbulence of the future. Maybe not. Should we always keep a three-year
supply of grain stored in a back room in case drought or war hobbles our
harvests next year? I doubt it. But I am pretty sure the old ways offer
a wealth of metaphor that can help us think about how to cope: what is the
modern analog to those rat-proof bins filled with maize? Let’s come up
with an answer to that.

Maybe we don’t need to dance to summon the rain clouds or to
assure fertility in the biome to which we belong, but the self-restraint and
respect for nature inherent in such a practice will never lose relevance.
I don’t believe there is any doubt that we have much to learn in terms of
perspective and attitude from appreciating the long-time people of this
world.

When the screws of drought tighten or a horrible politician attains high
office, some of my Anglo friends muse about moving where it is wetter or
where the political climate is more agreeable. The contrast with the Native
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community could not be greater. In countless public meetings, I have
grown used to hearing tribal representatives, first, begin their comments
with a prayer, and second, preface their message with the statement, “We
are not going anywhere.” In the hard days to come, I will not begrudge the
exodus of people who want to leave. May they go in peace. But I will be more
interested in the people who stay behind—the people “who aren’t going
anywhere.” They will be a select group. Granted that personal economics
will also have much to do with who stays and who goes, on balance, the
character of the “stickers” will favor tenacity, grit and loyalty to place.
I am all for that. In the last chapter of A Great Aridness 1 repeat something
that a Zuni friend, Edward Wemytewa, told me: that the Zuni word for the
long-ago inhabitants of the Zuni homeland translates to something like
“fiber people.” They were people honed by hard work and short rations
until they had no fat on them and no softness. They were physically tough,
and their minds were the same. In their sinewy frames they had the fiber,
physically and spiritually, to survive in an unforgiving world.

The hotter, drier future that arrives more fully every day may demand
something similar from us and our descendants. The odds may be poor, but
the future is unknowable, and out of the uncertainty of the years ahead,
good things may emerge. The Native people of the Southwest embody the

stamina, patience and resolve that the future will require of us.

CA & ASM: Your books all deal with natural places and the human
experiences and entanglements they afford. How did you start writing,
and is it the same impulse that keeps you writing now, thirty years later?

WdB: I call my writing studio “the Sentence Factory,” and I like to think
I put in a pretty good shift on a regular basis. When I don’t—because
of travel or calamity or distraction—I feel the lack. I think this may be
because writing is the means by which I process the world. It is how I make
sense of my experience. I suspect this is true of most writers. The origin
of this proclivity may go back to childhood and to the earliest experiences
of reading, which for me, as for millions of others, writers and non-writers
alike, revealed itself as riveting and wonder-filled antidote to loneliness.
(Immersion in nature was another.) In any event, I have come to think of
writing as “the art of finding out what you know—and feel.” I don’t think
I come to terms with things—I don’t see them in full—until I write about
them. I am not saying my understanding becomes complete, but if I stick
to the task of writing, it becomes as good as I can get it to be.

Three journeys feed The Trail to Kanjiroba. In 2016 and 2018,
I joined the Nomads Clinic for expeditions through Dolpo. Those two
journeys totaled almost three hundred miles of walking and close to three
months living on the trail. The third journey was no less an adventure. It
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entailed more than four years of writing, trying to make sense of the lived
experiences and seeing them anew in the light that was generated by words
on a page. How this works is a mystery to me, but each sentence, as it takes
its place on the page, seems to create new light, new possibilities, while
shadowing or eliminating others. Following those possibilities or, through
revision, going back and recapturing lost possibilities in order to follow
them in a new direction, entails a continuous process of discovery. This is
what gives life to a narrative, and I like to believe that in the best writing
this between-the-lines excitement of discovery somehow communicates
itself to the reader and raises his or her experience to the highest level.

There is a second side to the urge to write that doesn’t specifically
concern discovery or understanding. It is the drive to make something
beautiful. From a lifetime of reading, we develop a sense in our mind’s
ear of how good writing sounds, how it feels when absorbed in the mind.
We hear the music of language. The writers I most admire compose this
music, which is not just music you listen to but music you can inhabit,
a sort of alternate reality built from words alone. And so I think of writing,
not just as the art of finding out what you know and feel, but as an art of
composition, of beauty-making and world-creation. I suppose that when
the work goes well, when the sense of discovery is present and something
beautiful is emerging, the writer experiences a physiological “high,” like
a runner’s high, a feeling of well-being, if not a mild ecstasy. An intense
session at the writing table can leave you completely exhausted but also
deeply satisfied. As in the case of other addictions, this happy state is no
doubt brewed from endorphins. In that respect, I suppose I am sometimes
no different from a lab rat seeking food pellets at the end of its maze. As
long as the reinforcement is attainable, as long as the journey to reach it
feels good and necessary, I'll keep writing. I will have to.
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New Mexico at his homestead in El Valle, in the vicinity of Taos. Originally
from the East Coast, he was educated in Baltimore, MD and Chapel Hill,
NC before moving to the Southwest five decades ago where, as he puts it
in his autobiographical notes,! he got “a new education” that “went farther
and deeper.” This early and momentous, tectonic shift in his life

introduced me to a culture far from home and to ethics of community
and place that were foreign to the privileged world in which I'd grown
up. It also tutored me in the requirements of living with the land. My
teachers were my Hispanic neighbors and the beautiful, rugged mountain
country that enveloped our valley.

Not a fluent writer from the outset, he gradually grew into the role after he
struck an almost animistic deal with the nature around him. By accident,
he found the wreck of a crashed airplane in the Pecos Wilderness that
stretches out between Santa Fe and Taos, while he was struggling to write
about that rugged and beautiful landscape. Having received a reward for
this fortuitous finding, he felt he had been given

a grant from the mountains themselves, and it caused me to believe that
if T quit my [writing] project, which at times I desperately wanted to do,

! See https://williamdebuys.com/about-william-debuys/


https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1bvnf6m
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1bvnf6m

“The Paradise of How It Has to Be”

I would be breaking the terms of the grant. No one would ask that the
money be returned, but I feared the karmic consequences if I walked
away. So I persevered. I kept making bad sentences hoping good ones
would eventually come along. In time, they did, and the going got easier.

Many decades and prizes later, deBuys has an impressive oexvre to show for
this early pact with the local mountains. The local humans have followed
suit in recognizing his talents, and he has since then received a number of
awards, among them a New Mexico Governor’s Award for Excellence in
the Arts, as well as recognitions from Zuni Pueblo and Santa Clara Pueblo
for service to their communities in his work as a conservationist.

He has established himself as one of America’s foremost writers on the
many interfaces between wild nature and human nature, on the delicate
interlacing of longing, joy, grief and hope in the face of ever dwindling
wildness and ever more threatening anthropogenic alterations of the
biosphere. Of his latest book, The Trail to Kanjiroba, which forms a kind
of “accidental trilogy” with A Grear Aridness—on climate change—and
The Last Unicorn—on extinction and the loss of biodiversity—he writes:
“Having written about climate change and species extinction, I [was]
seeking consolation. I needed to find a constructive way of living with
the discouraging implications of what I had learned about the problems
plaguing Earth. Without giving in to numbness or futility, I needed both
to acknowledge the dire state of things and still remain committed to
changing them. I also felt a need to celebrate Earth’s beauty.”

139






ECO-ANXIETY
AND ANTHROPOCENE
NOSTALGIA






E

Text Matters, Number 12, 2022 COP
https://doi.org/10.18778/2083-2931.12.09
Member since 2018
JM13713
® Philip Hayward
University of Technology Sydney

Firing up the Anthropocene:
Conflagration, Representation
and Temporality in Modern Australia

ABSTRACT

The European colonization of Australia introduced a new population into
a continent in which Indigenous people had practiced cyclic burning as
a form of ecosystem maintenance since time immemorial. The settlers’
complete disdain for Indigenous knowledge and related practices caused
these customs to largely fall into disuse. One result of this was an increased
vulnerability of landscapes to bush fires, a factor that has risen to the fore
in the early twenty-first century. The fires that have swept across the
landscape with increasing frequency and ferocity have provoked fears of
a rolling, fiery apocalypse that might make living in many areas of the
continent untenable. This marks a new phase of settler anxiety that has
been fuelled by extensive coverage of fires on broadcast and digital media
platforms. Blending discussions of Indigenous culture, 19-21%-century
European settler visual art, literature and modern communications media,
this article begins by examining the nature of Anthropocene modernity
and the very different worldviews and practices of Australian Indigenous
peoples. Particular attention is given to senses of time and of living and
working with fire. Subsequent sections open up the topic with regard to
the planetary present and how we might adjust to the future.

Keywords: Anthropocene, fire, Australia, tempus nullius.

@creative © by the author, licensee University of Lodz - Lodz University Press, Lodz, Poland. This article is an open

access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license
commons CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/)



https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0018-0174

144

Philip Hayward

INTRODUCTION: A PLACE OF FIRES

Australia is the driest inhabited continent on the planet. The government
agency Geoscience Australia identifies that around 35% of the continent’s
land mass receives less than 250 millimetres of rain per year and is
classified as desert, a further 35% receives less than 500 millimetres,
rendering it semi-arid, and rainfall is erratic in the remaining 30%. As
a result, Australia, and eastern Australia in particular, is highly fire prone.
Indeed, Geoscience Australia emphasizes that “[b]ushfires are an intrinsic
part of Australia’s environment. Natural ecosystems have evolved with
fire, and the landscape, along with its biological diversity, has been shaped
by both historic and recent fires.” The fire pattern identified above is
one that Australia’s flora and fauna adapted to during the longue durée
of the pre-colonial period. However, the situation since colonization has
been markedly different, as settlers have changed land use, significantly
influenced by European models of cultivation and settlement, and have
constructed extensive built environments, particularly along Australia’s
eastern coast.

This article approaches its subject informed by personal experience.
I write as an inhabitant of the eastern Australian coast who experienced the
impact of the extensive fires that afflicted the region in the summer of 2019-
20 and struggled to understand their scale and their implications for the
future. Similarly, I started writing this article in December 2020, when more
than half of the precious world heritage listed landscape of K’gari (“Fraser
Island”), which I have often visited, was on fire (destroying its distinct
flora and fauna and endangering human lives), and as I warily monitored
smaller fires closer to my home. The article represents an attempt to make
sense of this situation, its representations and discourse surrounding it in
order to understand how “we”—i.e. a planetary population—got to “here,”
i.e. the Anthropocene, and how we might survive and adapt.

EXPERIENCE OF FIRES

As if going into battle, the knapsack

full on my shoulders, its pipe and nozzle
slung up like a rifle.

We fought along the river, seeing shrubs
explode, riddled with fire,

eerie sounds of trees shrieking

like things alive, feral, flames like faces
spilling down into the ferns.
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We staggered, sick with the hammering heat,
dousing endless flames that slammed at us
like nightmares, sullen ghosts

groping at our limbs. We plunged

into that day’s red thunder,

subsumed like suiciders who stare into
the rifle, gulp the flame. Individuals
meandering in something huge.

We choked in smoking semi-darkness,
shadows through the lead-coloured

air of limbo. (Salom)

The opening verse of Australian poet Philip Salom’s “Bushfire” is perhaps
the most striking literary representation of what it is like to be a firefighter
faced by a major blaze. It is as fresh and relevant at time of writing
(watching similar firefighters on television struggling to combat the
conflagration on K’gari), as it was when it was written forty years ago. Yet
something profound has changed in the intervening period. In the 1980s
the moment of the Anthropocene was only dimly discernible. Evidence
was littered across the planet but hadn’t been pulled together in a grand
theory and narrative. Such developments occurred some twenty years later
when a number of scientists and scientific bodies moved to adopt the term
“Anthropocene” to identify a new epoch in which humans had exercised
a decisive impact on the planet (Zalasiewicz et al.).

Writing before this paradigm shift came into play, Salom presents an
apocalyptic, war-like scenario. The fire-fighter protagonist is on the “front
line” of the fire, his spray nozzle slung “like a rifle” over his shoulder.
Fittingly in this regard, the poem invites comparison to works by World
War One (WW1) poets such as Wilfred Owen, whose “Dulce et Decorum
Est” (1920) conveyed images of a choking mustard gas attack in which
“someone still was yelling out and stumbling / And flound’ring like
a man in fire or lime.” Owen’s work attempted to convey the inhumane
and apocalyptic carnage of trench warfare in WW1 in which men
were tormented by new weapons technologies deployed in harsh and
wearying weather conditions. For Owen’s generation, WW1 was a close
to unimaginable tragedy that many hoped would be the “war to end all
wars.” By and large, poets and artists with first-hand experience of combat
confined themselves to a grim realism nightmarish enough not to require
any supernatural association. But Salom’s poem readily engages with such
elements (“sounds of trees shrieking / like things alive, feral, flames like
faces” and “flames that slammed at us / like nightmares, sullen ghosts /
groping at our limbs”). The bushfire is represented as spirited, antipathetic
and vengeful. This element echoes earlier Australian settlers’ perceptions
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of bushfires and a sense of imminent, fiery apocalypse that has repeatedly
manifested itself in Australian colonial and postcolonial society.

One of the first notable European settlers’ representations of the
scale, intensity and terror of an Australian bushfire was produced by
English artist William Strutt in 1864. His painting Black Thursday' is
striking on a number of levels. With its elongated (quasi-cinemascopic)
format, glowering darkness and smoke and its representation of a chaotic
mass of humans spread across the canvas, Strutt’s painting strongly
resembles battle-scapes painted by previous European artists, such as
Salvator Rosa’s A Cavalry Battle (c. 1650) or William Sadler’s Battle
of Waterloo (1815). Strutt’s painting shows a dark russe sky with trails of
smoke and a thin horizontal band compressing horsemen, people on foot
and terrified domestic and indigenous animals. Corpses of animals litter
the foreground and strange, spectral, flying creatures cluster in a group
at the top centre of the image. The scenario is not simply one of crisis
but rather one of an apocalypse. Black Thursday is strongly informed
by two sensibilities: the nature of Australian settler society in the mid-
nineteenth century and the artist’s own biographical position. The
painting, executed thirteen years after the event depicted, represents the
tragedy that befell the European settler community and the (scattered
and depleted) Indigenous population of Victoria in 1851. European
colonization of Victoria began in 1803, with the establishment of a small
settlement on Port Phillip Bay. The city of Melbourne was founded
in 1835 and the estimated settler population of the state in 1851 was
c. 77,000 (the extent of the Indigenous population was not recorded).

As in other areas of Australia, colonial settlement involved
multiple and varied acts of aggression, deprivation and marginalization
of Indigenous communities. Occupying a land area of 227,436 square
kilometres, the settler population was thinly scattered across Victoria
and comprised tentative pioneers in a land whose cyclic weather patterns
were still a mystery. Victoria experienced extreme heat and drought in
1850 and then, in February 1851, strong, dry winds blew down from
the north. These winds fanned small bushfires into a conflagration
that swept across a quarter of the state, causing widespread flight of
settlers and massive destruction of farm animals, native wildlife and
properties. Strutt conveys the intensity of this experience on a suitably
epic scale that appears to reflect his own trauma. Arriving in Melbourne
from England in 1850, the artist—like other British settlers—had no
experience or perception of large-scale forest fires, which were virtually

1

See reproduction online at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black Thursday
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disappearing as deforestation progressed across Britain in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries.> Without clear pictorial antecedents, Strutt
adopted a battlefield scenario to represent the event, with one twist: its
scene is, more correctly, one of a panicked rout in which the losers crowd
the canvas as the victorious elemental fire consumes all before it.

The lack of European settler frames-of-reference for understanding
drought and bushfire is also manifest in a small group of other nineteenth-
century paintings. Ignorant about and disinterested in Indigenous
mythologies and culture more generally, British settlers brought European
sensibilities, motifs and paradigms to bear upon their experience of
Australia and used these in a range of representational media. One minor
strand in this was the attempt to personify various aspects of the Australian
environment through figures derived from European mythologies and art-
historical traditions. This is particularly evident in two striking paintings
that reflected on drought and bushfire in very different ways from Strutt’s
Black Thursday. To a modern sensibility these images may seem distinctly
mannered, but they represent creative attempts to come to terms with and
represent key aspects of the Australian environment and of settler anxieties
concerning it. The first was painted by Charles Conder, who emigrated to
Australia from England in 1884 at the age of sixteen. During the first two
years of his residence he worked as a surveyor for the New South Wales
(NSW) Land Office and then took a job as an artist for the [llustrated
Sydney News until 1888, when he relocated to Melbourne. Conder’s initial
employment took him around NSW at a time when eastern Australia was
in the grip of an extended drought that had commenced in 1880, delivering
NSW its driest years since records began. His 1889 painting Hot Wind?
reflects his experiences of searing summer heat and wilting vegetation so
vastly different from the climate and landscapes he had grown up with.
The painting was influenced by the European Symbolist movement, which
attempted to counter the Naturalist movement in literature and painting
with figures and scenes that represented the human experience through
resonant symbolism (Goldwater).

Conder represents the hot wind as generated by a malevolent young
female whose appearance is typical of late nineteenth-century Symbolist
figures (Dijkstra). She is a tormenting, flame-haired, femme fatale who
lays on the sand, her legs wrapped in ambiguous material that renders
them tail-like (like a desert mermaid). The snake that views her, its head

2 Similarly, major urban fires, such as the one that afflicted Westminster in October

1834, were exceptional events.
3 See reproduction online at: https://fineartamerica.com/featured/4-hot-wind-
charles-conder.html
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raised, is reminiscent of the serpent in the Biblical Garden of Eden. Yet the
landscape is very un-Eden like. Only a few small dry plants rise through
the sand in the foreground and the slope to the left of the image is brown
and dry. Off to the far right is a small, indistinct cluster that represents
the city towards which the woman is blowing the smoke from her brazier.
She is also, notably, white, representing a European imagination of the
hot wind personified as a young Caucasian woman rather than any figure
from Indigenous Australian culture. A similar vision is also evident in
the work of Arthur Streeton, who was born and raised in Victoria. His
painting Spirit of the Drought (1887) is similar to Conder’s in palette and
subject but eschews a brazier to represent heat and fire. Instead, he cloaks
his standing female nude with swirls of red that both suggest flames and
the blood that is absent in the skeletons lying at her feet (recalling the
similar bodies featured in Strutt’s painting). The Symbolist moment was
fleeting in Australia, and subsequent representations of the dry landscape
largely ditch imaginings of the spirit of the bush, drought or fire, but such
paintings are notable for attempting to imaginatively make sense of the
hot, dry and volatile continent. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries
the allusive characterizations of fire as elemental, conveyed in Salom’s
previously discussed verse, are as close as we come to mythologizing the
blunt forces of drought and conflagration.

TEMPUS NULLIUS

While expert opinions vary (Clode 3-52), it seems likely that one of the
contributing causes of the fires that plagued areas of Australia in
the nineteenth and successive centuries was the cessation of Indigenous
burning practices that had been undertaken by multiple generations as
a form of eco-system management (Daily). Indeed, the coastal grasslands
that first attracted European settlers due to their easy navigability on
foot or horseback and for their potential as grazing land for cattle or
sheep were the result of sustained cyclic burns. These kept combustible
plant materials to a minimum, prompted fresh growth and ensured an
absence of tangles of deadwood that might impede movement. The
burns, which have been characterized as both “quick” and “cool” (Korff),
differ from uncontrolled ones in that they do not damage soil nutrients,
plant root systems or seeds and are limited in scale, allowing fauna to
escape. The arrival of settlers and the massive (deliberate or incidental)
depletion of Indigenous populations caused regular burning to cease
and stocks of combustible material to accrue. The lack of perception of
Indigenous peoples exercising ongoing landscape stewardship reflects
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more general, racist-colonialist perceptions of Indigenous peoples’
lack of accomplishments and socio-cultural development and, thus,
a perception of them as lacking history. The colonial perception and
doctrine of Australia being a terra nullius—literally “nobody’s land”—
prior to colonial settlement is well known and was a guiding principle of
Australian law until it was overturned by the Australian High Court’s
judgement in the Mabo case in 1992 (AIATSIS).

Along with the colonial assertion of terra nullius there has been
another pervasive (if less remarked and less formalized) perception of
the pre-colonial period as, essentially, tempus nullius: empty, unclaimed
time: pre-history as an irrelevant blur of everyday events without plan,
progression, innovation or impact. This perception necessarily precluded
any sense of Indigenous people’s landscape-shaping history and regular
stewardship. In an intriguing contemporary twist, Krznaric has taken this
idea further and argued that the modern moment, more generally, is fixated
on the present and therefore views both the past and the future as tempus
nullius in a manner that is dismissive of history and uncaring of the future
(qtd. in Darmody). Deep Aboriginal history is often referred to as the
“Dream Time,” a period in which the landscape and its inhabitants were
created by supernatural agency.

For Indigenous Australians this is not remote in the manner of ancient
history in the Western world, but is rather a powerful originary moment
that resonates in the present and extends into the future. It thereby offers
Indigenous people a spiritual asset that can resist colonial and post-colonial
repression. The so-called “Dreaming stories” complement the “Dream
Time” but often reflect more specific and less prosaic aspects of human
inhabitation of land and include tales, songs and visual representations.
Such material records Indigenous maintenance burning and uses of fire
for hunting, as in the vivid works of contemporary Pitjantjatjara artist
Jorna Newberry, which render controlled burns in dark red waves over
desert landscapes (see Japingka Aboriginal Art). Both the Dream Time
and Dreaming stories are very much part of contemporary Australian
Indigenous life and are acknowledged by more liberal/inclusivist non-
Indigenous Australians. There is obviously a severe disjuncture between
such worldviews and perceptions of there being a historical tempus nullius
in pre-colonial Australia. Indeed, belief in tempus nullius and in the latest
moment of the brief period of colonial settlement as being the crucial
“now” is antithetical to Indigenous beliefs. This issue was made vividly
apparent in early 2020 through the actions of the mining giant Rio Tinto
Zinc (RTZ). In order to expand one of its iron ore mining areas in Western
Australia, RTZ destroyed a 46,000-year-old Indigenous heritage site in the
Juukan Gorge, ignoring objections and in full knowledge of the damage it
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was doing. Despite media condemnation, the resignation of some senior
executives, a public apology and an adverse finding against the company in
a parliamentary report, there is no evidence that the company has shifted
its priorities and senses of value. Its focus remains resolutely on the now.

Differing and contested notions of time also recur in public debates
in other ways. During the peak of the 2019-20 bushfires, Green groups
asserted that the fires were evidence of climate change and made pressing
arguments for the Government to acknowledge and address this. In
response, right-wing Australian politicians frequently stated that “now”
wasn’t “the time” for such discussions. They also did not indicate what the
“right time” for such discussions might be, simply attempting to postpone
these into an indefinite future. This returns us to Krznaric’s contention that
we are increasingly regarding the future as tempus nullius in a manner that
enables us to effectively dump discussions, measures, waste problems and
general planetary degradation into it in an effort to enjoy the last vestiges
of extractivist advantage while we can. This is a chillingly callous scenario
that offers bleak prospects for the planet. Of course, there are counter-
voices and a growing international commitment to zero carbon emissions
sometime in the near future, but there is an increasing absence of any belief,
narrative or rhetoric of progress and/or utopianism in the West. In its
place—in liberal/environmentally sensitive contexts, at least—the hope is
for slowing the rate of planetary degradation so that some semblance of
a liveable future can be held onto.

As Whyte so persuasively identifies, a number of Indigenous
perceptions of both the discourses that produced doctrines such as rerra
nullius and such contemporary concepts as tempus nullius are significantly
different from Western/settler paradigms. In particular, some Indigenous
perspectives on climate change “situate the present time as already
dystopian” (Whyte 224) and, similarly, regard themselves as confronting
Anthropocene climate change through the lens of “having already passed
through environmental and climate crises arising from the effects of
colonialism” (226). From such perspectives, the current moment is but
one in a series of environmental catastrophes that have been caused by
colonialism and extractivism (227). Important as such perceptions are
within the broad conceptual framework explored in this paper, Indigenous
peoples share a common interest with settler populations in seeking to
limit the conflagration of ecosystems and natural and built landscapes. As
Indigenous proponents of traditional Australian burning practices assert,
even at this late stage in colonialism and the Anthropocene, we can still
“look after the landscape” through traditional burning techniques (Victor
Steffensen qtd. in Faa) in ways that benefit both Indigenous and settler
inhabitants, and serve to educate the latter in the process.
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REPRESENTING THE FIERY SUBLIME

In terms of representational principles and practices, there are both key
similarities and key differences in how we can represent longer-term
environmental issues and immediate emergencies. Both are vital and
pressing but conflagration brings with it its own sense of urgent nowness.
Fire is a compelling spectacle and while pyromania is a well-documented
individual “disorder” within western psychiatry (Grant and Kim), the
perversity of the impulse is in fact broadly dispersed. This is evident
in the contemporary moment through what Demos describes as the
“aesthetic delectation” of fire when images produced “in the thick of
things” allow the “viewer, distanced, protected—at least temporarily so”
to “witness destruction as a sublime aesthetic object . . . as disaster drives
a networked imaging system in which viewers are able to escape the
clutches of death, even as they can witness, in acts of perverse enjoyment,
its visual, if not physical, encroachment.”

The notion of fiery destruction as a “sublime” aesthetic object requires
some consideration. In common usage the term “sublime” combines a dual
sense of aesthetic intensity and of awe, of being close to overwhelmed by
an aesthetic object or experience. It’s ambiguous as to whether there is
anything conventionally pleasant and/or pleasurable about such a response
and, indeed, the sublime may be perceived as terrible and, thereby, as
inducing terror. Drawing on the work of eighteenth-century philosopher
Edmund Burke, Des Pres identifies that terror (in all its manifestations)
is inherently connected to (and, in some senses, interchangeable with)
sublimity and attracts us—albeit perversely—through offering us
a prospect of our own annihilation. This is, of course, the basis of disaster
fiction as a genre, providing vicarious thrills that enable us to fleetingly
confront darkest fears and extreme visions of local and/or or planetary
turmoil. As Page has identified, with particular regard to representations
of New York in peril, cities are often the focus of such fictions, offering
densely packed “sets” that can be demolished, exploded or inundated in
various ways. In these regards, the media coverage of the events at the
World Trade Center on 9/11 were preceded and given a genre context by
fictional work but with the ante massively upped by the realization that the
spectacle was actually happening. Somewhat surprisingly, fire disaster films
have been few and far between and have mostly concerned urban disasters
(such as John Guillermin’s Towering Inferno [1974] or Ron Howard’s
Backdraft [1991]). One of the most notable exceptions to the previous
characterization was Joseph Kozinski’s Only the Brave (2017), a film that
focussed on a team of fire fighters that lost 19 of their members during
a wildfire in Arizona in 2013. The film was widely praised by reviewers for
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both its effective representation of human tragedy and its impressive CGI
generated fire scenes, with Ebiri praising what he characterized as its “regal
grace” and “controlled elegant approach” to its subject.

Notwithstanding the accomplishment of Kozinski’s film, one of the
problems faced by fiction filmmakers is that their CGI effects and staged
scenes cannot match the scale, variety and impact of actual conflagrations.
This is particularly the case in the twenty-first century when an array
of airborne, lightweight and/or highly portable cameras can provide
multiple perspectives on bush fires. These allow us to both regard their
scale from afar and witness the drama of moving fire-fronts, spot fires
and incinerations at ground level. Our implication into the spectacle
depends on how deeply fire terrifies us and what empathy we have for the
populations, as well as the environments and regions far from us and/or
in locales we may barely know. There is also a broader factor. While fires
may have been common historically, particularly in fire-prone areas such
as the West Coast of the United States or Eastern Australia, perceptions
of their increasing frequency and intensity in the Anthropocene, and of
our inability to prevent them, effectively paralyzes us, both in general and,
particularly, at peak moments in fire seasons that seem to be increasing
in duration. As Demos colourfully asserts: “[H]istory is itself burning
with these fires, overwhelmed by current emergency alerts. Imminent
disaster demands response, but there’s no time for structural analysis of
etiology. We seem to be blinded by emergency, restricted to its immediacy,
magnifying the emergency itself.” In this, we are stuck, fascinated, scared
and imperilled by the conflagration of the present.

DISCUSSION—CHALLENGING TIMES

Increasingly, the present and the future appear to have been conquered
by the forces of the Anthropocene that our high carbon producing,
industrialized societies have unleashed. Krznaric has posed the question
in terms of how we might “de-colonize” the future, and this metaphor
has some pertinence. If we see colonialism and the extractivist enterprise
as innately correlated, as Gomez-Barris has argued, the challenge is to
commence that decolonization and to learn the lessons of “Deep Time”:
the “3.8 billion years of R and D” (Darmody), developed on the planet
by natural (i.e. in this context, largely pre-human) systems. Krznaric’s
discussions identify the need for a new enlightenment that is radically
different from the Enlightenment that occurred in the West in the
eighteenth century and opened the way for science and industry to usher
in the Anthropocene.
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The fundamental challenges facing humanity in the early twenty-first
century are clear. In order to limit traumatic phenomena such as major
changes to weather patterns and the inundation of lowlands we need
to lower carbon emissions as quickly as possible and prevent further
clearance of forests. This is the “core business” of the Green movement
and it 1s vital and urgent. But another, more complex challenge involves
adaptation. While the best prospect for nature regenerating itself in
patterns that resemble those of the recent past would be for humans to
suddenly disappear from the planet (as Weisman makes vivid) this seems
somewhat unlikely, though not altogether impossible (given the likelihood
of further pandemics). Increasingly it seems that the best-case scenario
will involve us slowing and partially limiting Anthropocene phenomena
and adapting to them.

One of the traumas experienced by a particular group of Australians in
the summer of 2019-20 concerned the combustion of rainforests. People
such as myself, who frequent areas populated by subtropical rainforest
vegetation (in my case, the far northern eastern corner of NSW referred
to variously as “Northern Rivers” or “The Rainbow Region”) were caught
by surprise by the recent fires. The dense and usually moist ecosystems
had previously appeared to be effectively immune to bush fires, breaking
their progress when fire-fronts and/or spot fires occurred in grasslands
or eucalypts. But 2019-20 was different. The intensity of the fires, fed by
the considerable fuel-bases they consumed, swept into rainforest areas and
burned-out vegetation that has no “tradition” or mechanisms for coping
with such burns in the same manner that grasslands or particular species
of trees have. The safe spaces of the rainforest, which activists such as
I have toiled to preserve and protect, suddenly appeared colonized by the
Anthropocene and their futures were instantly rewritten. It was a salutary
experience, one that turned a blowtorch onto complacency and wishful
thinking.

Adaptation has been key to both human and multi-species’ survival and
development throughout global history. Indeed, evolution is a paradigmatic
adaptive mechanism. But it is the pace of Anthropocene change that is
most challenging and dismaying. The unfolding great extinction event of
the Anthropocene is one in which species are recognized as endangered
and their numbers variously plummet or disappear more quickly than
activist efforts to protect them can be effectively mobilized. Fach and
every intervention to protect an endangered habitat and the species
it houses is important but we are deluded if we think that such local
successes are in any way remedying global extractivism and environmental
devastation. We are protecting fragments and such fragments may well
be all we have left. But fragments are vulnerable, and humanly induced
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global warming and regional drought patterns are implacable forces. Two
of the scariest phenomena presented to the Australian public during the
2019-20 fire crisis were the fire tornado and the supercell bushfire. These
are related to, but significantly more powerful than, the phenomenon of
small, heated whirlwinds bearing ash, cinders and smoke often referred to
as “fire devils.” Revisiting the late nineteenth-century Symbolist paintings
discussed in the first section, it is not difficult to imagine Conder’s
fiery siren blowing such little twisters from her brazier, or even for
the red swirls surrounding Streeton’s Spirit of the Drought to represent
such a phenomenon, but fire tornados and supercell bushfires require
a larger contextual frame to comprehend. Fire tornados are basically an
amplified form of fiery whirlwind, spectacular and dangerous enough,
but in supercell thunderstorms—generated by localized weather systems
known as pyrocumulonimbus that feature large, rotating updrafts—the
whole system can spin, generating intense, fast winds (Dowdy, Fromm
and McCarthy) that can easily surprise and overwhelm fire crews or
residents attempting to defend their homes. The scale of these phenomena
overwhelms human perception and agency, and provides an Old Testament-
type vision of a fiery Hell manifesting on Earth.

The existential challenges facing human society in the early twenty-
first century are daunting. Staring into the flaming abyss of gigantic
bushfires or into the flowing inundation of coastal lowlands can be
overwhelming and, in the author’s specific context in Eastern Australia,
there is a basic but pressing question of how to continue living in a fire
zone with any degree of optimism about the present, let alone the future.
The challenge involves engaging with time in its multiplicities; of shifting
from the now-ism that defines our twenty-first-century lifestyles and
worldviews and reasserting the past, present and future as overlapping.
In this, the future—or, more precisely, our imagination of the future—
can be seen to determine the present, perhaps even more than the
present determines the future. If we can conceive a future in which our
efforts to slow and stall the Anthropocene have some tangible results,
we can imagine adapting to a future that, while significantly different
from the present, is still bearable and can provide a platform to integrate
natural and human entities and energies in more productive and balanced
ways. There is (necessarily) no return to the past, to past ecosystems
and past inhabitation practices that have been irrevocably altered. But
new scenarios and new prospects for integrated deep ecologies and
greater sustainability can inspire us to reconcile disparate worldviews
and concepts of environmental stewardship if we can snap out of now-
ism and inhabit time in a distinctly different manner and with a more
profound sense of responsibility.
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J. G. Ballard went quite a long way in terms of recognition—from the
relatively marginal position of eccentric science fiction author in the 1960s
to a contemporary British “great” in the 1990s. It was the artistic and
commercial success of his semi-autobiographical novel Empire of the Sun
(1984) that established his position as an important contemporary novelist
and resulted in the dissemination of certain critical clichés. Specifically, his
name began to be associated with war fiction and autobiography, and the
fantastic catastrophic scenarios he had been creating for years began to be
interpreted as projections of his wartime traumas (Luckhurst; Gasiorek;
Baxter; Francis). Yet, as his early disaster fictions are often concerned with
catastrophes related to abrupt changes in the climate—both natural and
anthropogenic—this part of his oexvre is being rediscovered today by
critics interested in climate fiction (cli-fi).

J. G. Ballard’s disaster fiction, written half a century before the term
“eco-anxiety” (Gifford and Gifford) was coined, can be read as profound
studies of climate-related mental conditions. The first to talk about eco-
anxiety were journalists: in 2008 columnist Katherine Ellison wrote a text
for Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment where she interviewed
a number of therapists who claimed that eco-anxiety (or “eco-worry™)
was a legitimate source of distress. Then, in 2016 climate reporter Tyler
Hamilton published “Climate Change Is Wreaking Havoc on Our Mental
Health, Experts Say,” which was based on the research of the American
Psychological Association (APA).

More academic publications followed: Robert Gifford, a University
of Victoria psychology professor, and a member of the American
Psychological Association, wrote (with Eva Gifford) a research paper
entitled “The Largely Unacknowledged Impact of Climate Change on
Mental Health,” where they claim that feeling powerless in the face of
irreversible climate change is a serious hazard to public’s mental condition:

Climate change can affect mental health even before its actual
appearance. Distress related to impending environmental change, such
as habitual ecological worrying and “eco-anxiety,” has been increasingly
noted. . . . many people are often unconsciously anxious, unaware of
just how concerned they truly are about impending environmental
changes. This lack of awareness often slowly diminishes, to be replaced
by increasingly severe anxiety about how dire the situation has become.

(292)

Interestmgly, sixty years carlier, J .G. Ballard was interested in such
unconsc1ously anxious” characters who react to the changing environment
by retreating to their “inner space” (Ballard, A User’s Guide 197). In 1962 he
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claimed that every apparently objective phenomenon, such as time, should
be described as “what it is, one of the perspectives of the personality”
(Ballard, A User’s Guide 198), thus making all reality subjective. In
“Fatally Confused” (2012) Michelle Bastian, who is interested in how
people perceive time in the age of climate change, discusses precisely
such a subjective temporal dimension of eco-anxiety. She contrasts “the
wide array of calendars, schedules, timetables, and so on, that arise from
social institutions, logistical systems, personal life, and communications
systems,” with the feeling that “far from being able to coordinate our
actions with the significant changes our world is currently undergoing,
we are increasingly out of synch” (24). Ballard’s artistic intuitions are very
similar.

In my opinion, his concentration on the human mind’s suffering from
an awareness that nature is slowly dying is Ballard’s insightful contribution
to both disaster fiction and the contemporary humanities in general. My
aim in this article is to show that J. G. Ballard’s climate catastrophes make
the characters mentally suffer as they are traumatized by the fact that the
Earth is not going to be able to sustain human life much longer. In his
fiction the countdown of the time we have on the planet has already begun.
To do this, I analyze two short stories by Ballard—“Deep End” (1961)
and “Low-Flying Aircraft” (1975)—and show how their protagonists are
affected by the landscape they inhabit: de-populated wastelands whose
wildlife is extinct or has mutated. It is the characters’ awareness that human
civilization on earth is dying that causes their anxiety or makes them numb
and withdrawn. Thus, they sense the approaching end of measurable time
conceived as a linear progression of human culture and, allegorically, for
them clocks show not the passage from the past to the future but from
the present to the end. In “Deep End” and “Low-Flying Aircraft”—
two thought-provoking stories which are rarely discussed by Ballard’s
critics—it is the environmental changes that affect the inner space of the
protagonists, and this process is described in a detached, scientific way.

J. G.BALLARD AND CLI-FI

The idea that human-made climate change might lead to the demise of
the human race is a well-known science fiction scenario. As early as 1934,
in a disaster novel entitled The Strange Invaders, D. W. Alun Llewellyn
describes earth in the clutches of a new Ice Age, in which humankind has
retrogressed as a result of bloody wars and the habitable area is gradually
decreasing: “The Strange Invaders looks at this planet and the ecological
change upon it as a result of Man’s abandonment of Mind as a motive force
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of his evolution” (Smith 340-41). Two decades later, during World War II,
H. F. Heard wrote “The Great Fog.” In this short story, careless human
experiments put an end to the world as we know it. The army biologists
try to produce an edible mould to be used as an unlimited source of food
for the army since it grows everywhere and is able to increase humidity.
Yet the unstoppable spreading of the mould changes the climate forever:
the earth is covered with a dense fog that makes it impossible to see at
a distance, travel, make fire, weld metals or store food. The human race
does survive, but it devolves and is reduced to living without the advantages
of technology.

In the following years, more works of environmental science fiction
were created, but it was not until the 1960s that J. G. Ballard published
his climate disaster novels, among them The Drowned World, which today
is considered the precursor of the new branch of environmental science
fiction called cli-fi. The term “cli-fi” was coined by journalist Dan Bloom
in 2011 and has been gaining popularity ever since. In “Fantastic Futures?
Cli-Fi, Climate Justice, and Queer Futurity,” Rebecca Evans notices that
“cli-fi, defined as literary works that describe climate change, existed
before it was named” (96). This last remark is relevant for the discussion
of Ballard’s 1960s climate disaster novels: in A Wind from Nowbere,
the Farth is ravaged and human civilization is destroyed by a gigantic,
unstoppable global hurricane; in The Drowned World, the melting icebergs
flood most of the continents and change habitable areas into over-heated
archipelagos; in The Crystal World, a strange saturation of matter makes
the planet hostile to biological life; and in 7he Drought, human-made
pollution of the oceans stops vaporization and results in the cessation of
rains. This list only includes novels; simultaneously, Ballard wrote short
fiction in which human psychological reactions to climate disasters were
scrutinized. All his protagonists face the aftermath of climatic devastation.
As aresult, they “traverse liminal states, often as psychological as physical,
in which civilization recedes to the status of memory, and existence comes
to be dominated and defined by the environment and its monothematic
transformation” (Clarke 7). Critics such as Jim Clarke, Rachele Dini
and Adrian Tait emphasize that Ballard wrote his cli-fi in the decades
when intellectuals were first realizing that the biosphere had been being
systematically damaged for years—atleast since the Industrial Revolution—
and that the changes might prove irreversible and lethal. Clarke writes in
“Reading Climate Change in J. G. Ballard”: “[b]efore there was climate
change, there was nonetheless climate fiction” (7). Rachele Dini gives her
analysis of waste and recycling in Ballard’s texts a telling title: ““Resurrected
from its Own Sewers’: Waste, Landscape, and the Environment in
J. G. Ballard’s 1960s Climate Fiction.” Adrian Tait, in “Nature Reclaims
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Her Own: J. G. Ballard’s The Drowned World,” juxtaposes passages taken
from The Drowned World with quotes from Rachel Carson and bulletins
relating to recent findings of the Intergovernmental Panel for Climate
Change (158). Reading Ballard today, “in the shadow of the still-unfolding
event of global warming” (Evans 95), when social psychodynamics in the
times of climate change are researched academically (Wasdell; Gifford and
Gifford), Ballard’s climate disaster fiction strikes these critics as profound
psychological studies of people awaiting acute trauma. His characters
experience “surges” of anxiety (Taylor), or, alone in the depopulated world,
they feel a strange numbness.

Yet, towards the end of his writing career, Ballard published his late
novel, Rushing to Paradise (1994) in which he overtly attacks and critiques
a fictional cult of environmentalists, if not their agenda. Rushing to Paradise
is a story of the French Pacific island of Saint Esprit, which was to become
a site of nuclear tests but, thanks to an environmentalist campaign led by
the charismatic and unpredictable Dr. Barbara, has been turned instead
into a sanctuary for endangered species. The few volunteers who stay
with her on the island to tend the animals are forced to live through the
traumatic experience of taking part in the cruel sociological experiment
conducted by this demented woman. The book, narrated from the point
of view of one of the volunteers, a teenage boy, is an intertextual echo of
William Golding’s Lord of the Flies. Their stay on the island becomes an
examination of the latent parts of human nature and tests the endurance
of the psyche faced with the danger of such radical ideologies as pacifism,
environmentalism and feminism in their most militant faces. Thus, trying
to retrospectively code Ballard’s fiction as cli-fi is an oversimplification
though his early disaster novels link to the theme of environmental
catastrophe; yet Ballard’s protagonists are unsure whether to resist disaster
at all, and they often unconsciously long to perish.

Whether it makes sense to call Ballard’s early fiction cli-fi is currently
being discussed, and there are also critics who are reluctant to call him
aforefather of the contemporary literature about climate change because of
the anti-environmentalist novel discussed above. Yet Ballard’s generation
knew that increasing pollution was dangerous and writing about climate
catastrophes before global warming became a widely discussed issue was
less surprising than it might seem today. Moreover, most of the climate
catastrophes he describes are not anthropogenic and Ballard’s interest in
climate is less significant than his fascination with surrealism and trauma.
In one of the first important critical assessments of his fiction, Earth is
the Alien Planet: J. G. Ballard’s Four-Dimensional Nightmare (1979),
David Pringle writes: “[Ballard’s] favourite device was a biospheric
disaster: a world of the near future changed into a series of surrealistic
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landscapes” (9). Therefore, Ballard is primarily interested in the minds of
those characters who are affected by “surrealistic” climate change and who
are aware that the earth is incapable of sustaining human life much longer.
Similarly, in 1997, in a classic of Ballardian criticism, “The Angle Between
Two Walls”: The Fiction of ]. G. Ballard, Roger Luckhurst observes that
Ballard’s disaster fictions “abandon both the concern with representing
the path of the catastrophe . . . and any thought of a circular return to the
reinvented social world. They take place between catastrophes, in the space
after the initial catastrophe and the ‘catastrophe’ which follows, death”
(38, italics in the original). For these critics Ballard’s interest in climate
issues is just a pretext to study the inner space of his characters. In 1962
J. G. Ballard published his artistic manifesto, the famous article “Which
Way to Inner Space,” where he claims that ambitious science fiction should
abandon repetitive space stories and investigate the inner space of the
human mind. In explaining his ideas he writes:

SF has a continuing and expanding role as an imaginative interpreter
of the future. . . . The biggest developments of the immediate future
will take place, not on the Moon or Mars, but on Earth, and it 1s inner
space, not outer, that needs to be explored. The only truly alien planet is
Earth. In the past the scientific bias of SF has been towards the physical
sciences—rocketry, electronics, cybernetics—and the emphasis should
switch to the biological sciences. (Ballard, A User’s Guide 197)

The most important narrative technique should be psychological
speculation. “I’d like to see more psycho-literary ideas, more meta-
biological and meta-chemical concepts, private time-systems, synthetic
psychologies and space-times” (197), he concludes. I would like to
propose that the perception of time in the age of climate change might be
considered such a “psycho-literary” idea.

J. G. BALLARD’S PROTAGONISTS ON THE DYING
PLANET

The persistent thought that human time, and the linear time of Western
civilization’s progress, is coming to an end causes Ballardian protagonists
to realize that they live between catastrophes: the irreparable destruction
of the biosphere and the moment of the end of all human life on earth.
This is the case of the protagonists of both “Deep End” and “Low-Flying
Aircraft”: their distress is related to the environmental change they see
around them. Ballard’s protagonists tend to contrast the hectic urban
modern life, which is all about hurrying and multitasking, with the pastoral
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timelessness of nature—a “Wordsworthian nostalgia” (Anderson 43). The
moment nature visibly changes—temperatures rise, ice caps melt, animals
stop migrating—anxiety attacks them. Though nature is not, and has never
been, unchanging, they are conditioned to believe it should be so, and
experience distress.

“Deep End” is a story of Holliday, a young boy who lives on what
used to be the Atlantic seafloor but is now a salty desert interspersed with
mutated kelp fields. “The frantic mining of the oceans in the previous
century to provide the oxygen for the atmospheres of the new planets”
(Ballard, “Deep End” 239) resulted in the destruction of the seas and nearly
the entire human race has migrated to other places in the Solar System; only
a few elderly people decided to stay and live out their last days near lake
Atlantic, surrounded by the empty launching platforms. Holliday suffers
from chronic depression and yet is reluctant to leave; some compulsion
whose nature escapes him forces him to stay. In the story, we see how the
accidental discovery of a live dogfish in a puddle of saline water makes
him believe that he has taken the right decision and that zoological life
on earth is going to be rekindled. He becomes a self-appointed guardian
of the planet, but when he sees the children of the emigrants waiting
for their departure for Mars kill the fish for sport the following day, he
understands that nature is doomed. Holliday’s trauma is uncannily similar
to the feelings of an “absence of hope” (Hamilton) which is characteristic
of the victims of eco-anxiety.

Similar, though less acute, feelings are shared by the protagonist
of “Low-Flying Aircraft,” a youngish man named Forrester living in
a depopulated Europe. Together with his wife, he is waiting for their baby
to be born in an empty hotel in a deserted sea resort with only a few
elderly people around. The continually increasing levels of radiation are
slowly changing the planet: the sunshine is getting brighter and brighter,
and although the survivors are physically fit, they suffer anxiety and
trauma. For tens of years, only one in about a thousand pregnancies
ends happily. Most infants are born terribly disfigured and, as they are
considered unable to survive, they are put to death painlessly. After
many such births, the Forresters are strangely convinced that this time
the baby will be healthy. This does not happen, yet Forrester accidentally
finds out that the mutated infants—both human and mammalian—are
nature’s attempts to prepare the fauna for some over-heated ultraviolet-
lit future of the planet. Feeling strangely detached, he decides to give his
newly born son to a mutated young woman who lives in the mountains.
Forrester comes to believe that there is probably going to be some future
for a post-human species that is adapted to the new environment, but
human time is definitely coming to its end. For generations people have
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been killing their mutated babies who in fact are not disfigured but more
evolved than their parents. Ironically, only these babies deemed retarded
and disfigured have the best chance of survival.

Both narratives tell a similar story of a mixture of hope and despair
and—although written in the third person singular—they are focalized
exclusively by the narrators. In both, Ballard skilfully uses free indirect
discourse, which allows him to create an apparently objective picture of the
deteriorating biosphere and the dilapidated remnants of human civilization
while suggesting that this is how the narrators see their worlds. What the
narrators have in common is their comparative youth in an ageing world,
the anxiety with which they watch the decline of nature and of the human
species, and their readiness to draw conclusions that other characters prefer
not to see: specifically, that our time on earth is coming to its inevitable
end as either we are going to destroy nature and leave, or nature is going
to irreversibly change us. Significantly, the process is inevitable: it is in the
nature of civilizations and species to end. Humans use up the resources
of the planet preparing for the final departure, or biological life on earth
mutates because the planet enters a new stage of its existence. It is not
due to anyone’s choice but because it is the way of the universe. Human
linear time is contrasted with millennia-long cycles of cosmic time, which
is non-linear.

Moreover, the decay of the biosphere and the destruction of the
countryside, which are described in detail in both stories, serve as
correlatives of the characters’ mental states. The salt fields of mutated kelp,
“their genetic shifts accelerated by the radio-phosphors” (Ballard, “Deep
End” 237), the oppressive heat, the seabed of old buried under endless
salt heaps and the deserted launching platforms make Holliday compare
the shores of lake Atlantic to “a white lunar garden” (Ballard, “Deep End”
237). Though he feels the strong need to stay on earth, the planet itself
grows alien before his eyes. For Forrester, the empty resort town with
its abandoned airfields, promenades and pleasure domes bathed in over-
bright unnatural light are just like the surreal landscapes on the canvases
at the Dali Museum in Figueras, which are peopled with “the surrealist’s
flaccid embryos and anatomical monstrosities” (Ballard, “Low-Flying
Aircraft” 830). Dali’s paintings reflect how Forrester sees the depopulated
Mediterranean: deformed pregnancies and herds of hundreds of shaggy-
haired bullocks, “sightless creature[s], clearly mutant[s]” high in the
mountains. The animals, as he later guesses, have adapted to see ultra-violet.

Both narrators project their anxiety onto very white, very bright and
very hot landscapes, and both are keen observers of mutations who realize
that the biosphere is rapidly changing into an environment unable to host
human life. This impression is reflected in numerous passages describing
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the depopulation of the planet. Holliday feels like “a Robinson Crusoe in
reverse,” and knows that the people urging him to emigrate are right when
they say: “You are the last man on the beach who decides to stay behind
when everybody else has left. Maybe you are a poet and dreamer, but don’t
you realize that those two species are extinct now?” (Ballard, “Deep End”
238). He meets very few people even though all who have left live close
together since there is only a narrow layer of oxygen-containing air, and
to survive one must stick to the lowest plains of what used to be an ocean
bed. The pervasive feeling of loneliness is increased by the fact that entire
zoological classes of fauna are extinct and for ten years no one has seen any
larger wildlife.

Similarly, the Forresters have been living in “an almost depopulated
world” (Ballard, “Low-Flying Aircraft” 829) for as long as they can
remember. For them, a town inhabited by fifteen or twenty people is
quite big, yet Forrester vaguely remembers that in his childhood he used
to see more than a few holidaymakers on the Mediterranean beaches. He
works in Geneva making inventories of the huge stockpiles of foodstuffs
and medicines left from the old days: they are going to last for decades
keeping the ever-dwindling population alive. Significantly, he notices
that “most of Europe’s urban areas were deserted altogether, including
surprisingly, some of its great cathedral cities—Chartres, Cologne and
Canterbury” (Ballard, “Low-Flying Aircraft” 838). Religion can give
people no consolation, and they do not despair but silently die away; he
himself calmly accepts “the terrifying logic of this reductive nightmare”
(Ballard, “Low-Flying Aircraft” 832), and compares people “closing down
the western hemisphere” to “a group of circus workers dismantling their
tents and killing their animals at the season’s end” (833). Immersed in his
inner space he feels numb rather than desperate.

Holliday in “Deep End” and Forrester in “Low-Flying Aircraft” are
much younger than the people around them. In the former story, all of
Holliday’s peers have already departed for Mars or will be departing in
a couple of days, and the few people who decide to stay are too sick (his
best friend, a retired marine biologist who has only one lung) or too old
to leave the planet. During an interview with an emigration officer, the
boy is warned: “[TThe average age of the settlement is over sixty. In ten
years, you and Granger may well be the only two left here, and if that lung
of his goes you’ll be on your own” (Ballard, “Deep End” 236). In “Low-
Flying Aircraft,” both the Forresters are much younger than any other
non-mutated human being. We learn that they were born themselves in
a period when healthy infants were a rarity and, in their lifetime, there has
never been much hope for “rekindling . . . fertility” (Ballard, “Low-Flying
Aircraft” 834).
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Most importantly, both protagonists unconsciously wait for the final
catastrophe, the ultimate end of human life on earth, and, despite all their
efforts to remain hopeful, they know there is no hope. Finding the healthy
dogfish that has adapted to salty waters, Holliday cheerfully exclaims: “Earth
isn’t dead and exhausted after all. We can breed new forms of life, a completely
new biological kingdom” (Ballard, “Deep End” 241) only to soon find the
fish being killed. This act of purposeless human violence is confirmation of
his innermost belief that the cosmic countdown cannot be stopped, and the
human race must perish. His friend’s weak attempt at consolation, “it’s not
the end of the world,” enrages him (Ballard, “Deep End” 243); it is the ultimate
end of his world. Empathy with the zoological kingdom is shown as a strong
instinctive force similar to a contemporary person’s strange distress when
reading about the disappearance of coral reefs he or she has never seen, as
the boy feels involved in the mass extinction, and the death of the zoological
species wreaks havoc on his mental well-being. Forrester’s reaction to trauma
is numbness: he follows an inner impulse to save his mutated son, but he does
not try to find the colony of post-human children—they belong to another
race. The mutated girl, his real kin, should nurse the mutated boy. Forrester’s
world is doomed and human time is ending:

Isn’t it obvious that we were intended to embark on a huge replacement
program, though sadly the people we are replacing turn out to be
ourselves. Our job is simply to repopulate the world with our successors.
As for our need to be alone, this intense enjoyment of our own company,
and the absence of any sense of despair, I suppose they are all nature’s
way of saying goodbye. (Ballard, “Low-Flying Aircraft” 839)

Ballard’s protagonist is unconsciously aware that human destination is
extinction and his reaction is “the absence of any sense of despair,” or
rather, a bizarre mixture of hope and despair. Instead of mourning or trying
to fight the inevitable he willingly embraces disaster, which is strangely
comforting for him as it resonates with scenarios encoded within his inner
mind. In this unhappy, disintegrating world Holliday and Forrester sense
that the time of the human race is approaching its end.

COUNTDOWN AND THE PRE-TRAUMATIC STRESS
DISORDER

Interestingly, in both “Deep End” and “Low-Flying Aircraft,” the
protagonists realize that they live at the end of the linear, western time of
progressing history, at a point of regress, when chronometers melt away,
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just like in the Dali paintings Forrester so adores. Young Holliday is told
by his friends that “Earth is dead and buried. Past, present and future no
longer exist here” (Ballard, “Deep End” 238). He knows that when his
last companions, who are much older than he is, die, he is going to be
left stranded and alone on the extinct planet, leading a strange existence
with no clocks, no changing of the seasons, nothing to wait for. Forrester
senses the irrevocable end of human history as we know it and the advent
of a new timeless era when new kinds of mammalian species will rule the
planet. A mutated girl fascinates him as a denizen of this unknown alien
future: her eyes are sheltered from the day’s sun, but she is capable of
seeing blazing lights that would ruin human eyes. Another character, an
elderly doctor, tells him that the girl collects broken clocks which she uses
to create surreal collage-like contraptions:

She has a huge collection of watches with luminous dials, hundreds of
them, that she’s been filching for years from the shops. She’s got them
all working together but to different times, it’s some sort of a g1gant1c
computer. God only knows what overlit world nature is preparing for
her, but I suppose we won’t be around to see it. (Ballard, “Low-Flying
Aircraft” 839)

Listening to the doctor, Forrester feels symbolically excluded from the
bizarre future of the post-human, timeless race: the earth is changing and
the girl represents an adaptation. Her strange eyes are not a defect but
a preparation for the “overlit world” with an increased activity of the sun.
In this world the girl (and the mutated children) will thrive and Forrester
(and other people) will have to die.

The notion that human time of recorded history, time measured in
years and imagined as a line stretching from the past to the future—from
the beginning of history to the end of the human world—is only a moment
in comparison to the vast temporal domains before and after appeals to
the protagonists of both “Deep End” and “Low-Flying Aircraft.” Ballard
contrasts two aspects of time: one is logical and linear and Newtonian
“absolute time that charts a single all-compassing movement from the past
to the future” (Bastian, “Inventing Nature” 104); the other is the seeming
chaos of apparently random changes in nature.

It is worth remembering that what we consider to be “history” is but
a short period of the recorded time before and after which stretch the
uncountable millennia of unrecorded geological time. In “How the Concept
of Deep Time Is Changing,” David Farrier compares the changes in nature
induced by humankind to the deep-time processes shaping the planet’s
biosphere for aeons: “[C]ycles of sedimentation and erosion, a process
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of lifting up then grinding down rocks that required timescales much
grander than those of prevailing Biblical narratives” (Farrier). People used
to imagine human time as a road leading ahead, but today we tend to think
rather in terms of how much time is left for us before the new post-human
epoch. Similarly, Michelle Bastian insightfully notices that “standard clock
time is not adequate in the context of climate change” (“Fatally Confused”
39). Bastian compares the temporal aspect of current eco-anxiety to what
people felt during the Cold War when the Doomsday Clock was created
by the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists in 1947 to indicate the likelihood
of nuclear war according to “the commonly understood convention of
midnight to signify the end of time” (Bastian, “Fatally Confused” 39).
She notices that the minute hand was not signifying quantitative time
but the probability of disaster, and the same convention is used today
when the Doomsday Clock is used to indicate how probable an end of
the world prompted by climate change or biological weapons is. Now the
Clock shows that the ecological catastrophe is very near (Bastian, “Fatally
Confused” 39). Similarly, Ballard’s protagonists know that the human
epoch is coming to an end.

In “Low-Flying Aircraft,” Ballard suggests that surrealist art anticipates
the inevitable demise of human civilization and our psychological reaction
to it. Watching the already mentioned Dali paintings of deserted landscapes,
which he calls “a collection of newsreels from Hell” (Ballard, “Low-Flying
Aircraft” 830), Forrester is fascinated. He clearly appreciates the painter’s
prophetic instincts, yet it is the remark of another character, an elderly
doctor who helps the mutated girl, that tells us what he sees on the canvas:
“The ultimate dystopia is the inside of one’s own head” (830). Just like
Holliday, Forrester internalizes the disaster and suffers not from any acute
panic but from an unresolved sense of loss, helplessness, and frustration.
“A sharp guess at the future” (830), the doctor comments on Dali’s
catastrophic paintings when he sees how moved Forrester is by them.

Forrester can hope that his mutated son and other children will one
day inherit the earth but he also knows that for him and his wife there
is no future. David Wasdell uses the term “collective pre-traumatic-stress
disorder” to describe such a feeling—the terror of annihilation which
people feel when they know the future is going to be much different than
all they know and feel and try to visualize life beyond the transition:

The clinical diagnosis of global psychodynamics would be one
of collective post-traumatic stress disorder. But from the fixated
position of collective regression to an idealised pre-trauma state, the
impingement is projected into future time. In fantasy, the catastrophic
impingement has not yet taken place, but is imminent, feared and to
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be avoided at all costs. . . . This collective pre-traumatic stress disorder
transforms the hope of birth into the terror of annihilation, blocking our
capacity to envisage life beyond the transition. Here then lie the roots
of the paranoid-schizoid syndrome mobilised collectively in the face
of environmental change. Foetal assumptions and primitive defences
against peri-natal anxiety become fatal assumptions and dysfunctional

dynamics when applied to the reality of contemporary life on island
earth. (Wasdell 9)

Thus the “collective post-traumatic-stress disorder” that human
populations are known to have suffered after great disasters is slowly being
replaced by a “collective pre-traumatic-stress disorder”: being traumatized
by an unavoidable catastrophe that is yet to come. What people feel is
their own powerlessness, an unresolved sense of loss and frustration; they
fear an increasingly uncertain global future and the eco-anxiety generated
by this fear is not addressed in any constructive manner as it seems that
nothing can be done to avert the final catastrophe. The protagonists of
“Deep End” and “Low-Flying Aircraft” are in precisely such a situation:
awareness that natural cycles have been destroyed and that human
time is slowly coming to its end traumatizes them, and they replace
measuring the passage of time with a countdown of the remaining days or
years of the human species. Their eco-anxiety results from the fact that
they know they face years of inevitable regress.

Ballard describes their states of mind by adopting the characters’
perspectives: we see the destroyed landscapes through their eyes and their
focus on symbols. The fish in “Deep End” and the apparently healthy
pregnancy in “Low-Flying Aircraft” represent vain attempts to re-establish
the natural order of things of the past. The surrealist paintings of Dali and
the mutated girl’s shiny collection of useless clocks also symbolize the
regress of human time on a dying planet. Both stories are about a lost hope
that time can be turned back and that nature can become stable again. Yet
in both cases, disasters happen—the fish dies, the world is depopulated—
and the protagonists are forced to realize that they are witnessing the end
of human time and the end of human civilization.

Recently, eco-anxiety has become a buzzword. People who witness the
gradual deterioration of the climate are said to develop an unconscious fear
of the future, for example, they get “gripped by a sudden and profound
sense of despair over the ecological collapse of coral reefs” and they are
overwhelmed by “this surge of anxiety” (Taylor). Ballard’s characters react
to environmental disaster in a more complex fashion (though Holliday
does feel a sudden and profound sense of despair over the death of his

fish). They are aware that they live in the last days, and the approaching
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end of human time makes them think about the future in terms of
a countdown. They feel resignation and retreat to their inner space—thus
their stories are the ultimate narratives of regression. Though Ballard’s
(climate) fiction, written half a century before global warming, is neither
the only nor the first attempt to depict climate disasters, he is prophetic in
his concentration on how this change affects human minds.
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The recent acknowledgement of the Anthropocene, resulting from the
increasingly visible human-induced effects on the biosphere, has ultimately
obliterated the nature/culture division (Latour; Chakrabarty), prompting
sociocultural changes (Autin). Hayley Eichenbaum’s photography
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a contemporary American cultural text which reinterprets existing
aesthetic strategies and shows symptoms of what I propose to identify
as Anthropocene nostalgia. This new sentiment is characterized by the
awareness that a return to the past is impossible and would be pernicious,
given the detrimental effects of reckless capitalism fuelled by twentieth-
century American consumer culture. This article aims to analyze this
distinctive type of nostalgia and its juxtaposition with the Anthropocene
in Eichenbaum’s series. An analysis of The Mother Road identifies why
and how this new sentiment corresponds with the aesthetics of previous
decades, as well as notions of temporality and time. Building on previously
conceptualized traditions as codes of reference, Eichenbaum reinterprets
the representation of Route 66 by playing with its iconography, creating
images which evoke desolate, quasi-post-apocalyptic landscapes. With
the use of synthetic colours, digital manipulation, kitsch imagery, and
mindful deconstruction of past aesthetic strategies, the analyzed series
demythologizes the past and displays the loss of both nature itself and of
pre-Anthropocene perception.
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Anthropocene Nostalgia in Hayley Eichenbaum’s The Mother Road

The Anthropocene has led to disastrous consequences for the biosphere.
It has also marked a fundamental shift in global understanding of natural
and cultural phenomena, as well as their interdependence. The division
between nature and culture has been recently deemed obsolete, as the
new climate change-induced geohistorical period leads to a redefinition
of what we understand as nature, making us more “earthbound” than ever
(Latour, Facing Gaia 38). The growing awareness of an impending natural
catastrophe leads to eco-anxiety (Ojala), irreversibly changing the common
perception of natural, cultural, and social relations. The Anthropocene is
then understood as a “dissonant difference” (Colebrook 6), as well as “the
most pertinent philosophical, religious, anthropological and . . . political
concept” for our times (Latour, Facing Gaia 116). As a result, the crisis
of climate change, along with its widespread repercussions, finds its
resonance in culture, including the arts, leading to reinterpretation of
different ideas and notions. A salient example of this is the emergence
of a new type of nostalgia.

This article investigates the intersection of nostalgia and the
Anthropocene in a photography series by a young American artist based
in Milwaukee and Los Angeles, Hayley Eichenbaum (1992-). Entitled The
Mother Road (2015-19), this series employs the new mode of nostalgia to
which we will henceforth refer as “Anthropocene nostalgia.” Unlike other
modes of this sentiment, this type of nostalgia does not elicit a yearning
for the past despite the aesthetic appeal of the images and clear references
to the previous decades. This considerable revision of the old notion is
associated with (and caused by) the recent common acknowledgement
of the Anthropocene and its negative consequences. Contradictory in its
nature, Anthropocene nostalgia refers to the past but does so in a critical
manner, with the use of aestheticization, irony, digital manipulation, and
an unvarnished yet accurate representation of the previous decades. The
majority of the aforementioned tools are employed by Eichenbaum in the
discussed series. Significantly, the images we will analyze evoke a post-
apocalyptic landscape that has been emptied of people, visualizing the
world on the verge between unrestricted technological progress and an
Anthropocene apocalypse. The Mother Road’s desolate, post-industrial
sceneries show the havoc of laissez-faire capitalism, which is one of the
major causes of the current state of the environment (McDuff). Elements
of Route 66 infrastructure presented in the photographs, although in a state
of decay, are heavily aestheticized, hence the term “nostalgia” juxtaposed
with the concept of the Anthropocene. Nevertheless, as the Anthropocene
means “a radical change in the conditions of visuality and the subsequent
transformation of the world into images” (Emmelhainz), the photographs
which we will discuss serve as a remarkable example of this shift, without
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belonging to the conventional environmental photography genre. There
are other representatives of Anthropocene nostalgia in contemporary
photography (such as Troy Paiva, Emmanuel Monzon, Christopher
Soukup, or Dana Yurcisin), and the aesthetic strategies they employ are
varied. The specificity of Eichenbaum’s images lies in that they challenge
the traditional roles of nostalgia and Anthropocene-related photography
by reproducing and altering past aesthetics and apparatuses.

TEMPORALITY, THE ANTHROPOCENE,
AND NOSTALGIA

Eichenbaum’s The Mother Road (as well as the concepts of nostalgia and
the Anthropocene) is closely related to the notions of temporality and
memory. The images portray the icon of “the Old America”—the famous
Route 66 with all its surrounding infrastructure, such as elements of Googie
architecture, diners, trailers, and other emblems of petroleum culture. The
photographs perfectly encompass the long-gone past and the post-industrial
present, picturing “a place where deterioration and romance coexist”
(Eichenbaum, “Hayley Eichenbaum on Going Viral”)—a landscape highly
characteristic of the imagery of Anthropocene nostalgia.

Time and the notion of temporality have been crucial in defining
nostalgia—both as a sentiment and as a cultural construct. Recognized in the
eighteenth century as “a suffering attached to a memory” (Fuentenebro de
Diego and Ots 406), nostalgia has been since then understood as longing for
the past. The term was once again reinterpreted at the close of the twentieth
century by Fredric Jameson in Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of
Late Capitalism (1991). Jameson analyzed nostalgia as a mode, that s, the
imagination of a given period and specific aspects subjectively attributed
to it rather than its realistic representation. He famously described this
tendency as “nostalgia for the present” (Jameson 279), which allows us to
consume the past in the form of “stylistic connotation[s]” (19). Another
distinguished theorist in nostalgia studies, Svetlana Boym, proposed
adifferent classification, also inherently linked with memory and temporality.
In The Future of Nostalgia (2001), she described two categories: a restorative
nostalgia and a reflective one. Restorative nostalgia involves taking a real
action resulting from a strong willingness to return to the past—this feeling
often manifests itself “in total reconstructions of monuments of the past,”
putting emphasis on ndstos (Boym 44). In turn, a reflective type has no
intention of changing anything, as it is “dwell[ing] in dlg/os]”—lingering on
a “patina of time” and focusing on the poignant feeling of wistfulness (Boym
41). Along with the more theoretical works appeared analyses concentrated
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on specific, not yet examined types of nostalgia. In Monochrome Memories
(2002), Paul Grainge discussed the 1990s American nostalgia that referred
mostly to the first half of the twentieth century by means of black-and-
white images. Therefore, I propose Anthropocene nostalgia as a new,
twenty-first-century mode of this sentiment, as it effectively encomapasses
the intersection of major categories of the current era: time, temporality, and
climate change.

Similarly to nostalgia, the Anthropocene is a notion significantly
entangled with time in multiple ways. According to Timothy Morton, time
is a crucial factor in defining the so-called hyperobjects. Hyperobjects
(examples of which are the solar system, uranium, or styrofoam) are
defined by time; they are stretched out over time to the point of being
imperceptible, or rather, subliminally overlooked. With the Anthropocene
being one of the most representative examples of Morton’s concept,
hyperobjects “envelop us, yet they are so massively distributed in time
that they seem to taper off” (Morton 55). In coherence with the complex
relationship between time and space which we will observe in Eichenbaum’s
photographs and in the type of nostalgia they represent, Morton defines
the Anthropocene as an era when “we’re no longer dealing with time or
space as containers, but including time and space as dimensions of the
high-dimensional phase space,” with time “rippling through” the objects.
Therefore, he advocates for a growing awareness of the climate crisis and for
“thinking hyperobjects as transdimensional real things” in order to transit
to an “ecological age” (Morton 73). Interestingly, Eichenbaum’s images
seem to play a role in this kind of transition (though not in a direct form,
the way the awareness-raising environmental art does): they show how time
has “rippled through” the objects she captures. This effect is emphasized
by synthetic colours that accentuate the extent to which the Western world
has intentionally turned away from nature, altering and destroying it over
the course of centuries. Thus, contrary to Kathryn Yusoff and Jennifer
Gabrys’s claim that “[c]limate change is a social, environmental, and
scientific phenomenon that is characterized by its relationship to futures”
(518), T argue that it is defined mostly by its relation to the past, as well
as to the present it has so severely affected, given the recently accelerating
pace of irreversible environmental degradation.

Taking the above into consideration, the irrevocable transience of time
is painfully experienced in the era of the Anthropocene. It is highlighted
by emptiness that accompanies the sceneries pictured by Eichenbaum,
asserting that the Mother Road is long past its heyday. With the recognition
of the Anthropocene as a possible new geological period came realization
that human history and Earth history have been ultimately interwoven.
Since “[t]he narrative of world history has now collided (in our thoughts)
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with the much longer-term geological history of the planet or—as we now
think of it—of the Earth system” (Chakrabarty 23), this situation has
brought about serious consequences for the perception of time and our
position in world history. As a result, humans are both deemed responsible
for and feel helpless against the current state of the environment, with
“the main revolutionary event . . . behind us, since we have already crossed
a few of the nine ‘planetary boundaries’ considered by some scientists
as the ultimate barrier not to overstep” (Latour, “Agency” 1). Given the
massive, long-term changes to the biosphere that cannot be reversed
over the course of human life (if at all), we come to acknowledge the
tragic predicament we are in, when “there is no prayer, and no chance of
escaping to anywhere else” (Latour, “Agency” 4). Thus, acknowledgement
of the transience of time does not bring hope for the resolution to the
environmental problems. Also, it makes it impossible to long for the
previous decades—a time when we failed to take urgent action that could
have led to substantial mitigation of the climate change effects (Rich).
Therefore, Anthropocene nostalgia appears to be an effective and powerful
expression of these complex feelings, with bittersweet reflection upon our
pre-Anthropocenic convictions in a time of uncertainty and helplessness.

The author of The Mother Road herself stresses the importance of the
issue of temporality in her series. “A trip through the American South
West,” she claims, “is one way to feel like you’re avoiding the forward
nature of time” (Eichenbaum, “Hayley Eichenbaum on Going Viral”). As
avoidance is one of the main coping mechanisms for different forms of
anxiety, including the above-mentioned eco-anxiety (Holahan et al. 659),
the artist hyperbolizes the escapist feeling she refers to by “clearing” the
photographs. In the process of post-production (that is, digital editing
of the images), she erases all the elements that make the photographs
seem more earthly. To achieve precise geometrical organization with
unrealistically clear lines and symmetry that characterize The Mother Road
(see fig. 1 and fig. 4), the artist disposes of the “visual clutter”:

I have one rule: Clean it up. Take out the distractions. All images are
genuine moments, with the visual clutter removed (such as excessive
power-lines, garbage, etc.) that does not contribute to my final
vision. . . . When I upload the images, I begin to edit out what I perceive
as disorder. (Eichenbaum, “Hayley Eichenbaum on Going Viral”)

The extensive manipulation of the images, which attempts to rid the
landscapes of traces of realism, in a paradoxical way challenges the
avoidance of “the forward nature of time,” performatively proving such an
avoidance to be impossible to imagine. Given the aforementioned painful
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acknowledgement of the irreversibility of time, specifically in relation to
the recognition of the rapid, negative environmental change and its hazards,
Anthropocene nostalgia reduces the restorative sentiments to absurdity.
The above-discussed restorative nostalgia, as conceptualized by Svetlana
Boym, calls for a return to the past in terms of politics, social norms, and
cultural strategies. The use of Anthropocene nostalgia in contemporary
texts (such as The Mother Road) indicates how perception of time and
history has been significantly altered by the acknowledgement of climate
change and its severe effects. Given the current environmental situation,
an attempt to return to the previous decades in the above-mentioned
categories would turn out to be grotesque and false—if not tragic—just
like the artificially-looking landscapes in Eichenbaum’s works.

Fig. 1. Eichenbaum, Hayley. “The Mother Road 1.” Hayley Eichenbaum,
http://www.hayley-eichenbaum.com/mother-road-series-i1/2019/6/21/
Ixrjtia08jipubpff7igjk02hish5i, accessed 3 Sept. 2021. Printed by permission
of Hayley Eichenbaum.

NATURE AND KITSCH IN THE ANTHROPOCENE

Although, as already indicated, The Mother Road is not environmental
photography, the representation of nature in Eichenbaum’s works is
distinctive and deserves analytical attention. If at all present in the discussed
images, the elements of flora are suppressed, as if crushed by the burden of
the ubiquitous concrete. Bushes and trees, often pruned and trimmed into
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geometrical shapes, look either highly artificial or lifeless and somewhat
withered. They are devoid of any trace of natural environment, since
there is no soil around them—only cement. Substantially marginalized,
the depicted flora feebly leans out of the buildings, borders windows, or
grows in tiny patches of soil between pavements and edifices. As regards
the representation of fauna, there is one photograph in the series that
portrays an animal (fig. 2). In this picture, a grey donkey, sauntering
down the pavement, past an unidentified, abandoned building, constitutes
a surrealistic compositional counterpoint to its surroundings. Clearly
not in its natural habitat, the animal appears ill-maintained, noticeably
neglected, with its ribs showing. Thus, nature in Eichenbaum’s visuals
is presented as subjugated, reduced to nothing more than an aesthetic
addendum to a landscape drastically altered by humans. Traditionally
categorized as a domesticated, working animal, the donkey reminds us
of America’s agricultural past before industrialization, urbanization, and
the expansion of the fossil fuel industry. Nevertheless, the photograph,
employing Anthropocene nostalgia, does not evoke yearning for that
time—it remains clear that the shift from agriculture to industry, marking
the emergence of the Anthropocene (cf. Steffen et al.), cannot be
overturned. Hence, Eichenbaum’s series does not moralize or provide us
with simple solutions. Instead, it illustrates the complexity of problems
resulting from the Anthropocene as it is—with all the aspects and cause-
and-effect relationships of this new geological period.

It is important to note that The Mother Road photographs and
Route 66 itself are characterized by the aesthetic of kitsch. Interestingly,
kitsch imagery can also be observed in other cultural texts employing
Anthropocene nostalgia (e.g., Troy Paiva’s Lost America [2013] or the
photography series by Dana Yurcisin [2018-22]). To quote Eichenbaum,
her series intended to “examine an environment that remains dependent
on the adoration of its glory days and celebrate its surviving kitsch”
(“Hayley Eichenbaum Captures the “Wilting Romanticism’”). Kitsch and
aestheticization (another aforementioned characteristic of the nostalgia
in question) are tightly linked, as aestheticism—“impos[ing] a generally
more subtle and complex signified than would be possible with other
connotation procedures” (Barthes 24)—“has to lead kitsch to descend
into life” (Harries 142). It is also a way to resort to illusion, an “act of
compensation” (Jameson 147) in the face of global crises, such as the
ongoing environmental degradation. Eichenbaum’s photographs aptly
illustrate this phenomenon, juxtaposing the unnaturally coloured icons
of old-style American consumerism with the sense of desolateness and
eeriness. One of the provided images (see fig. 1) serves as a good example of
this strategy: the donut shop, though extremely neat and coloured—visibly
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aestheticized by the artist—is abandoned, with virtually no indication of
human activity. This intersection of kitsch and gloominess arguably has
a symbolic resonance, suggesting a powerful yet nuanced commentary on
the nature/culture paradigm.

WREE ammme .o nERRERBRARERE LSRN

Fig. 2. Eichenbaum, Hayley. “The Mother Road X1.” Hayley
Eichenbaum, http://www.hayley-eichenbaum.com/mother-road-series/
q7tehaflznnajqy8wiunp1v5r51h2j, accessed 10 Sept. 2021. Printed by permission
of Hayley Eichenbaum.
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What is more, kitsch emerged as a prevalent aesthetic at the same time
as the Anthropocene. As Clement Greenberg states, it did not exist before
the modern era and is most likely “a product of the industrial revolution”
(9). Greenberg links the emergence of kitsch with universal literacy, which
is the result of industrialization and urbanization. Since literacy became
a basic skill, it “no longer served to distinguish an individual’s cultural
inclinations, since it was no longer the exclusive concomitant of refined
tastes” (9). Thus, neither “formal culture” nor “folk culture” seemed fit for
the newly-created social classes: proletariat and petty bourgeois. As aresult,
an aesthetic of kitsch was created: an “ersatz culture . . . destined for those
who, insensible to the values of genuine culture, are hungry nevertheless
for the diversion that only culture of some sort can provide” (Greenberg
10). As pointed out above, the industrial revolution, with its significant
economic, social, and cultural changes, is considered as one of the possible
starting points of the Anthropocene (Steffen et al.), which might explain
why kitsch is one of the characteristic tools of Anthropocene nostalgia.

Apart from the above-discussed correlations, the aesthetic of kitsch
is also very often associated with the notion of nostalgia, regardless of
the sentiment’s modes. This relation has its psychological explanation:
“[Wlhen we feel vulnerable and dependent, a longing for safety and
relatedness [nostalgia] attracts us not only to familiar and trustworthy
individuals but also to conventional aesthetic stimuli charged with positive
emotions (kitsch)” (Ortlieb and Carbon 1). Although this theory applies
to the traditional type of nostalgia that evokes longing for a certain period,
it is in accordance with the modus operandi of Anthropocene nostalgia
as well, since Ortlieb and Carbon mention a longing for safety and
relatedness, which is very present in times of trauma and anxiety such as
ours, provoked by the awareness of the impending climate catastrophe.

RE-READING OLD STRATEGIES AND AESTHETIC
FORMS

An important aspect of the mode of nostalgia employed in The Mother Road
is the reproduction of past aesthetics and cultural trends. Existing traditions
and structures are being reframed and manipulated to demonstrate the
tragedy of our predicament resulting from the drastic changes to the climate.
According to Fredric Jameson’s aforementioned theory of nostalgia, the
urge to refer to elements of the culture of previous decades, or to present
contemporary imagery as if it belonged to the past, is caused by the crisis
of historicity. “Everything in our culture,” writes Jameson, “suggests that
we have not, for all that, ceased to be preoccupied by history,” yet “we also
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universally diagnose contemporary culture as irredeemably historicist, in
the bad sense of an omnipresent and indiscriminate appetite for dead styles
and fashions; indeed, for all the styles and fashions of a dead past” (285).
Nonetheless, when he describes his idea of “nostalgia for the present,”
he refers to a phenomenon observed in the second half of the twentieth
century. In the first two decades of the twenty-first century, I argue, the
use of past styles has been purposefully reinterpreted by artists (especially
those belonging to a younger generation, such as Hayley Eichenbaum)—
not to sentimentally refer to a given period or to “nostalgify” the present
(thus making it more of a product than a part of history), but to critically
reflect on how environmentally harmful activities of the previous
decades have caused the crisis we are trying to deal with nowadays. Thus,
Eichenbaum’s series displays multiple references not only to the previous
era, picturing the emblems of bygone American myths, but also to the
artistic visual traditions of the United States, deconstructing the works of
icons of the past, such as Edward Hopper or the New Topographics.
Thus, one of the ways in which the photographs allude to the
previous decades s, as indicated above, through a peculiar exploitation of
then-powerful symbols of America, such as key elements of Route 66s
infrastructure. Allegedly the most famous American highway, the Mother
Road (as it was named by John Steinbeck) crosses eight states and three time
zones. It was officially removed from the United States Highway System on
June 27, 1985, after having seen its heyday in the middle part of the twentieth
century (“History of Illinois Route 66”). Before that time, it was one of the
major arteries of the country, with “a distinctive roadside culture” (Gambino)
created around it. Its parking lots, motels, gas stations, and diners were filled
with large numbers of people daily. Almost 40 years since its decommission,
it has become a mere tourist attraction. Thus, Eichenbaum’s work shows the
highway as “more of an impoverished great-grandmother” (Gambino) than
the Mother Road. The eerie feeling evoked by the analyzed photographs is
substantially heightened by digital manipulation through which the depicted
objects—now nearly or completely out of use—appear ready for non-existent
customers. Apart from aestheticizing the images in terms of composition
and colour scheme, Eichenbaum uses light effects in the editing process, so
that old neons or out-of-use vending machines look not only brand new, but
also as if they were in operation. As a result, the imagery of naive, Googie
architecture of old-fashioned venues (such as teepee-shaped curio shops or
deserted pawn shops), digitally enhanced in a clearly artificial way, fosters the
awareness of the time distance separating us from the Mother Road’s glory
days. These images of tattered remnants of this American icon are a bitter
commentary on the drawbacks of rapid technological development—one of
the most important factors associated with the Anthropocene (Cera). In fact,
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Route 66 itself has fallen into disuse because of the expansion of automobile
industry. Paradoxically, its increasing popularity “with traffic swelling beyond
its two-lane capacity” (Gambino) rendered it inefficient, so that it had to
be replaced with several other freeways (“History of Illinois Route 66”).
Eichenbaum’s photographs document the results of what was then seen as
economic and technological progress, and what created a culture built on the
automobile industry and fossil fuels. Juxtaposed with heartrending emptiness
and distressing neatness, the visuals conjure up a post-human imagination, an
effect of the Anthropocenic changes (cf. Zylinska).

Another way in which Eichenbaum’s photographs interact with the past
is through the reproduction and reinterpretation of past styles and modes
of expression—a technique characteristic of Anthropocene nostalgia. 7The
Mother Road photographs seem to have been influenced by aesthetics of
several past decades, from as early as the 1940s and 1950s, when the Beat
poets initially contributed to mythicizing the highway, to the 1970s and
1980s. Listing her inspirations, Eichenbaum mentions works from the 1960s
and 1970s—when the objects and places she pictures in her photographs
were created and reached their most flourishing period. What she considers
her “immediate influences” are the works of Stephen Shore and William
Eggleston, as well as science-fiction films of the 1960s and the early films
of Stanley Kubrick (Eichenbaum, “Hayley Eichenbaum on Going Viral”).
Apart from that, resemblances between Eichenbaum’s series and the oexvre
of such acclaimed American artists as Edward Hopper, Edward Ruscha, or
representatives of the New Topographics movement of the 1970s cannot
go unnoticed. However, she employs past aesthetics, artistic strategies,
and techniques only as codes of reference: despite considerable aesthetic
similarities, the photographer markedly departs from the original ideas of
her inspirations in terms of purpose, composition, and style.

As for the above-mentioned photographs—by Shore, Eggleston,
Ruscha, and the New Topographics—it is vital to note that they document
what was considered modern in the America of the 1960s and 1970s: gas
stations, cars, and motels. Therefore, there is nothing “nostalgic” in these
images—at least in a traditional, non-Jamesonian understanding of the
word. At the time, the works of Eggleston and Shore were considered
groundbreaking, “feel[ing] like raw and direct vision . . . describ[ing] the
hues and textures of 1970s America” (Campany 170) and focusing, to quote
Eudora Welty, on the “everyday . . . mundane world” (qtd. in Twersky).
So whereas the aforementioned images from the 1960s and 1970s present
the contemporaneity of the era, Eichenbaum’s photographs picture
elements of the past that have had a significant negative impact on the
present, as reckless capitalism has contributed to the massive exploitation
of the environment. The difference is quite complex yet significant, and
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so is the phenomenon of Anthropocene nostalgia itself: both Fichenbaum
and the photographers she refers to capture venues created in the same
era, but the purposes of their artistic decisions, as well as the effects, are
divergent, which manifests the profound change in perception caused by
the awareness of the Anthropocene.

In addition, despite obvious resemblances between her photographs
and 1970s American photography, Eichenbaum adopts a diacritical strategy
with regard to style and composition, which is particularly noticeable when
one compares 7he Mother Road with the works of the New Topographics or
Edward Ruscha. The subtitle of the New Topographics’ first exhibition was
“Photographs of a Man-Altered Landscape,” since they put an emphasis on
the urban and suburban areas of the United States in the 1970s. At the time,
the country’s developing economy allowed to ceaselessly urbanize what was
left of the famous American wilderness. The results of this shift from natural
landscapes to industrial ones were documented by photographers such as
Lewis Baltz, Robert Adams, or Nicholas Nixon. Given their shared main area
of interest, as well as thematics seemingly congruous with that of 7he Mother
Road, one could assume that Fichenbaum would compose her photographs
likewise. However, the New Topographics, as well as Ed Ruscha (who
greatly influenced the movement), marked their works with an apparent
lack of composition, concentrating on “mundane but oddly fascinating
topography” (O’Hagan). Images of trailer parks, high-voltage lines, and
roads were intended to appear “deskilled” and “deadpan” (Campany 54).
As is implied by the word “topographic,” the photographs were supposed
to portray the landscape as it is, without any changes or embellishment,
unlike Eichenbaum’s works. Shot mainly in black and white, the New
Topographics® visuals were “stripped of context” or colour—they were
intended to enhance the “sense of dislocation or placelessness” (Rosenberg
225). Similarly, Ed Ruscha’s acclaimed collection Twentysix Gasoline Stations
which, like Eichenbaum’s series, constituted a documentation of Route 66
and its infrastructure, consisted of images that were “plain visual statements”
with “no poetry,” as if “they might have been real estate photos or snapshots
found and reused” (Campany 54). In contrast, The Mother Road photographs,
though documenting the placelessness of today’s world (just as the works by
the New Topographics), are characterized by the above-mentioned precise
composition and use of stark colours (see fig. 1). As aresult, despite the same,
or very similar, subjects, the “man-altered landscapes” of the 1960s and 1970s
appear strikingly natural in comparison with Fichenbaum’s surrealistically
neat outlooks of the human-defined era she depicts and plays with.

As already mentioned, The Mother Road is significantly influenced not
only by photographs, but also by paintings of the old American masters such
as Edward Hopper. Similarly seemingly serene and vacant, both Eichenbaum’s
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and Hopper’s oenvres are critical of the current socioeconomic and cultural
affairs (Joseph). The subjects of both artists’ works—motels, diners, or
gas stations—are also analogous. Thus, Fichenbaum (again) emulates
the aesthetics not only of past infrastructure but also of past artistic and
visual traditions, translating them into a painfully precise illustration of the
Anthropocene and its possible future threats. Picturing the shattered remains
of Route 66—a cultural icon that “became a stage on which Americans acted
out their aspirations” (Gambino) only several decades ago—Eichenbaum
presents the inevitable results of Anthropocenic activity by depicting
landscapes of deteriorated car-dependent infrastructure devoid of humans
(see fig. 3). Importantly, the photographs provide no specific indication of
when they were taken (apart from the obvious suggestion that they were
captured a long time after the Mother Road’s prime). Therefore, these
images can be seen as both documenting the present and predicting the
future effects of human-induced climate changes, as climate migration
(and, hence, land abandonment) is cited as one of the major consequences
of the Anthropocene. The so-called climate exodus is soon to take place
in various regions of the world, including the United States, as 13 million
Americans will be “forced to move away from submerged coastlines” and
“one in 12 Americans in the Southern half of the country will move toward
California, the Mountain West or the Northwest over the next 45 years
because of climate influences alone” (Lustgarten).

Hopper’s works are human-centred, “speculating on past and
impending events, on the relationships between the characters, and on the
desiresand anxieties” (Joseph). Conversely, Eichenbaum’s photographs are,
as discussed above, lacking human representation, which is characteristic
both of the visualities in the Anthropocene and, more specifically, of
photographs employing Anthropocene nostalgia. Since the very name of
the new geological period concentrates on humans that are responsible
for the destruction of the biosphere, a nonhuman perspective has recently
proliferated in art (especially photography), as claimed by Joanna
Zylinska. Thus, “the practice of imagining and imaging a certain future
‘after the human’ from the viewpoint of the here and now” has become a
“[predominant] . . . aesthetic and visual trope” (Zylinska 85). A response
to it is a recent trend of “enclosing and enframing” the ecological crisis “in
a series of horrifying yet ultimately digestible images” to turn catastrophe
“into visual entertainment as a form of relief” (Zylinska 88), which is
convergent with Eichenbaum’s aestheticization strategies. The dichotomy
between representation of the quasi-post-apocalyptic world almost
completely devoid of human presence and the use of aesthetics aiming
at “visual entertainment” is particularly characteristic of Anthropocene
nostalgia and the climate-related anxieties from which it stems.
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Hopper’s “great theme” is the aloneness and solitude of “insecure
selthoods in a country that is only abstractly a nation” (Schjeldahl),
concentrating on human alienation. As pointed out above, the motif of
solitude and abandonment in Eichenbaum’s works is exercised differently,
from a nonhuman point of view. She presents a world where the lonely
(abandoned) objects are not persons, but places—left bereft by the
rapid pace of technology which has led to catastrophic climate change.
Although today’s technology is seen as a twofold power—contributing
“to the detachment and also connection of people and nature; domination,
domestication as well as caring and protecting nature and humans”—
swift technological changes, especially those fueled by the substantial
growth of fossil fuel industry, as in the case of Route 66’s demise, have
been consequently “associated with massive environmental degradation,
enhanced social inequities, and threats to human health and survival” (Dube
etal. A1). Thus, the Anthropocene and the increased rate of technological
development are closely related; hence another term proposed as a name
for the same geological epoch: technocene.

Fig. 3. Eichenbaum, Hayley. “The Mother Road XI1.” Sight Unseen,
https://sightunseen.com/content/uploads/2017/01/Eichenbaum_12.jpg,
accessed 12 Sept. 2021. Printed by permission of Hayley Eichenbaum.
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While Anthropocene nostalgia uses (and reproduces) existing aesthetic
strategies, the cultural texts that employ it go beyond the typical, well-
known genres. Therefore, the series we are discussing also differs greatly
from environmental photography—both thematically and aesthetically.
Represented by such artists as Ansel Adams or Richard Misrach, the
environmental genre develops either an ““emphatic eco-centric approach’
bearing a ‘misanthropic’ streak” or the one that “centers on the vulnerability
of human existence” (Heine 277). Instead of explicitly presenting the
effects of the human impact on the biosphere, implementing either one
or both of these strategies, Eichenbaum’s works provide a much more
layered critique of the Anthropocene. The absent humans, abandoned
post-industrial spaces, and destroyed elements of nature have all reached
the same, miserable position. The past, the present, and the possible,
dystopian future are interconnected in The Mother Road: elements of past
infrastructure which contributed to climate change (the past), portrayed
vacant and abandoned (the present), with an extensive, unnatural
aestheticization that shows the wrong direction of the Anthropocene’s
civilizational progress (the future). Presented drive-in motels and gas
stations, though heavily coloured by Eichenbaum, are nowadays visibly
out of use (see fig. 3). Undeniably, they belong to the long-gone era when
climate and the environmental impacts of fossil fuels (and, thus, the car
culture they represent)—such as water and air pollution, extreme weather,
ocean acidification, or sea level rise (Bertrand)—were not a subject of public
debate. This conscious negligence has resulted in the serious biosphere
disturbance we are currently witnessing, with its more negative effects to
come in the upcoming decades (cf. Rich). The Mother Road photographs
take part of this rhetoric, though not as directly as the aforementioned
eco-art. As one of the provided photographs shows (see fig. 3), the
depicted motel stands in the middle of a plain, with no infrastructure
around it—desolate and decayed. Its windows and doors are boarded up,
which clearly indicates no chance of returning it back to operations; it is
a ruin that will soon become nothing more than construction waste. Thus,
vivid colours added to the presented landscapes ironically counterpoint
the destructive changes forced by the Anthropocene, showing the effects
of the domination of culture over nature within the well-known nature/
culture paradigm. Another example of use of this peculiar irony stemming
from the disturbance of balance between nature and human activities on
Earth can be observed in a photograph depicting the small, one-storey
building with an old-fashioned trailer standing next to it (see fig. 4). The
bungalow is decorated in a compelling manner: a vista of hoodoo landforms
is painted on one of its walls. This seemingly incongruous element—the
representation of a landscape typical of nearby-located states such as New
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Mexico or Utah—is symbolic of the new, Anthropocene-induced reality:
the effacement of boundaries between natural sceneries (which are being
systematically destroyed by humans) and their human-made imitations is
a metaphor of ultimate dominance over the environment, the results of
which we are suffering from.

Fig. 4. Eichenbaum, Hayley. “The Mother Road IV.” Hayley Eichenbaum, http://
www.hayley-eichenbaum.com/mother-road-series/3aihs33414ltmrdy6jiptwa7fau
Oap, accessed 16 Sept. 2021. Printed by permission of Hayley Eichenbaum.

CONCLUSION

In her photographs, Eichenbaum does what is specific to Anthropocene
nostalgia: she plays with the images of the past to show that a return to
the previous decades, as well as to the previous geological era (that is, the
Holocene), is impossible. Capturing the abandoned symbols of 1960s and
1970s capitalism—the “non-places” (Augé)—The Mother Road series is far
from being nostalgic in a traditional way. The mode of nostalgia in question
creates a sense of temporal ambiguity by alluding to different aspects of
the past, including past aesthetics. Strongly coloured and aestheticized, the
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landscapes in Eichenbaum’s photographs are devoid of human presence.
This post-apocalyptic vision reflects the results of the swift development of
capitalism which, along with consumerism and industrialization, has led to the
current state of the environment. As Route 66 is considered “a tremendous
cross section of American history” (Gambino) where the country’s
heritage is preserved, Eichenbaum skillfully plays with this imagination.
By employing Anthropocene nostalgia, she presents a moral dichotomy
between cherishing American car culture traditions and acknowledging
climate change as a looming global catastrophe. Therefore, unlike the
conventional type of nostalgia which troubles time and manipulates the way
a given period is remembered to evoke a sentimental longing, the sentiment
in question—because of its intersection with the Anthropocene—allows for
a deconstruction of the techniques of its traditional counterpart to critically
contemplate the past. Portraying hollow places that were emblematic of the
previous decades, The Mother Road visuals manifest not only the effects of
aggressive human activity but also the inevitable passage of time.
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The history of modernity is driven by access to energy. Not only has
this resulted in urbanization and industrialization, but it continues to
function as a mode of social difference and a source of social inequality.
“Petromodernity” (LeMenager 71) or “petroculture” (Szeman 3) are
the names given to a modern industrial society that is dependent on the
production, consumption, and reproduction of oil. Consumer-oriented
societies use petroleum not only in the production of motor fuels and
lubricants, but also in plastic, pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, pesticides,
and fertilizers. The international market’s demand for crude oil has had
a destructive effect on the communities in which oil processing takes
place. In fact, “[i]ndustrialized nations have been the world’s greatest
consumers and generators of hazardous wastes” (Adeola 45), while
“[o]il and gas companies are critical actors in the global debate on
climate change and have played an important role in shaping much of the
business—climate change discourse” (Levy 75). Negative environmental
impacts of oil extraction contribute to global warming. Although Africa
contributes about 3.7% of the emissions of global toxic greenhouse gases,
compared with the USA’s 20% (Minter et al.), the devastating effects of
climate change affect this continent unlike any other. As climate change
is both a scientific and cultural phenomenon, the rise of environmentalist
discourses, such as ecocriticism, has helped develop new environmental
awareness based on the fact that petroleum cannot continue to be burned
at the current rate without causing the earth’s climate to change in
unpredictable ways.

Imbolo Mbue’s novel How Beautiful We Were (2021) explores
transnational colonial-capitalist systems from an Indigenous perspective,
demonstrating the persistence of colonial structures and their
detrimental effect on the nation’s development. The novel addresses
these issues through a four-generational story about a conflict between
the residents of the fictional African village of Kosawa and an American
oil company called Pexton. When farmlands become infertile, children
die from drinking of toxic water, and the repeated promises of clean-up
and financial reparations fail to be delivered, the villagers seek help from
their government and abroad. Pexton embodies the threat of extractive
neocolonialism in the form of a multinational corporation, which
forever disrupts Kosawa’s communal way of life lived in close proximity
to nature. The villagers try various schemes to get rid of Pexton, while
facing not only a powerful opponent but also the local corrupt elites
that are conspiring with the foreign investors. Critiquing both local
and Western culprits in brokering national economic development, the
novel dramatizes the story in which oil is presented as “a harbinger of
El Dorado and unprecedented wealth, avarice and power” (Watts 61).
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Though the story unfolds in alternating points of view, the novel centers
on the Nangi family, whose daughter Thula leads the campaign for justice.
Through the portrayal of a female protagonist and her involvement in
collective resistance, the novel acknowledges women’s roles in fighting
against petroviolence. The Africana and Religious Studies scholar Julian
E. Kunnie identifies the power of women in spiritual and social practices
of Indigenous societies to be one of the responses to the ecological and
environmental crisis in Africa (437-43). This decades-spanning fight
for agency and human dignity is set against the exploration of modern
capitalism and the persistent consequences of the West’s colonial
legacy. Though the fight yields no winners, the novel reveals a complex
relationship between the modern capital’s inexorable drive for profit and
the people who are not afraid to challenge the social and environmental
costs of an oil-based economy.

As a collaborative means of addressing environmental and social
problems, postcolonial ecocriticism explores ways in which we imagine
and represent the relationship between humans and the environment.
Read through this critical lens, Mbue’s novel offers a “contrapuntal
reading” (78), to use Said’s words, of the story of oil imperialism, in which
the USA manipulates and supports a dictatorial puppet government of
fictional Kosawa in order to maintain control over its natural resources:
“[TThey all arrive here believing they have the power to take from us
or give to us whatever will satisfy their endless wants” (Mbue 103).
Attaining economic sovereignty for many postcolonial, developing
nations—what Spivak calls the “worlding” of the Third World (92)—
is still a work in progress, while local lives and lands are appropriated
by foreign capital. Economic progress, however, is often beneficial only
to the nation’s ruling elite, and, as in the case of Mbue’s novel, tied to
economic injustice and environmental harm.

The Kosawa government’s forcible management of natural resources
can be viewed as a postcolonial version of ecological imperialism: “the
forced march to industrialization” [which] has had disastrous cultural, as
well as ecological effects” (Guha 196).! Projects such as the novel’s fictional
Pexton oil drilling company, which are subsidized by transnational, or in
the case of the novel, American commercial interests, affect Kosawa in
similar ways to other countries from the Global South by pushing them
into economic bondage. This implementation is reflected in the concept
of the neocolonialist “zron triangle, which defines the mutually-supportive
influence, financial, and policy-making (and policy-applying) relationships

! Ramachandra Guha refers here to the Himalayan peasant antideforestation
movement in the 1970s.
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between the executive branch of government, the legislature, and special
interest groups” (Adams 24, italics in the original). One such group is the
Pexton crew, mostly workers brought in on short-term contracts, who
live in gated compounds and “whose brothers and uncles and cousins
and tribesmen worked in government offices” (Mbue 74). The American
anthropologist James Ferguson observes that “the enclaves of mineral-
extractive investment on the continent are normally tightly integrated with
the head offices of multinational corporations and metropolitan centers,
but sharply walled off from their own national societies (often literally
walled, with bricks and razor wire)” (379). Such is the reality of the people
of Kosawa, who are completely disconnected from oil production except
for its toxic side-effects on their environment. Even though Pexton built
the school, the clinic, and the meeting hall (Mbue 47), they are situated
in the Gardens, the company’s gated community, and intended only for
the employees and their families. The local people do not benefit from
such enterprises, which are strictly exploitative and fail to bring any social
investment.

With its focus on the uneven distribution of oil’s benefits and dire
consequences to peoples and territories where it is found, Mbue’s novel
represents “petrofiction,” the label coined by Amitav Ghosh in his
review of Abdelraman Munif’s quintet of novels Cities of Salt in the
March 1992 issue of The New Republic. Graeme Macdonald uses another
term: “oil fiction,” defining the genre as “contain[ing] certain thematic
preoccupations: volatile labor relations and ethnic tensions, war and
violence, ecological despoliation, and political corruption” (31). Both
labels form part of ecocritical studies, allowing us to focus on the nuanced
conflicts in the novel between Pexton, which embodies Big Oil business,
and the company men with the corrupted local elite, represented by the
village leader Woja Beki: “We knew he was one of them . . . Pexton had
bought his cooperation and he had, in turn, sold our future to them”
(Mbue 5). As a cosmopolitan form of intellectual activism, petrofiction
brings into focus issues that appear less compelling to more traditional
forms of literary criticism. Situating the novel in an ecocritical frame
validates the attempt of petrofiction to tell a complex political story that
stretches beyond the initial oil encounter in order to demonstrate the
broader geography of petromodernity, one that sharpens our sense of both
the spatial and temporal dimensions of environmental crisis.

The first paragraph of the novel introduces the actors of the conflicts:
“us”—the people of Kosawa, who are the victims, and “them”—*“the men
from Pexton” (4), who are the perpetrators, with the foreign business and
the corrupt local government in the background. To further the binary
opposition, a stereotypical portrayal of an African village, where barefoot
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children fetch water from a well and chase “goats and chickens around
into bamboo barns” (3), is juxtaposed with the symbols of the affluent,
western world: “fine suits and polished shoes” (3), “briefcases” (4), “the
hilltop mansion of the American overseer” (33)—the emblems of male
corporate dominance. The image of a poor, rural village contrasted with
the attributes of modern capitalism highlights not only an economic but
also a culture gap between the two worlds. The hostility between the
two groups is accentuated by the use of loaded language, such as “liars,
savages, unscrupulous, evil” (3), and reflected in the narrator’s blatant
hostility: “We should have cursed their mothers and their grandmothers,
flung pejoratives upon their fathers, prayed for unspeakable calamities to
befall their children. We hated them” (3). However, the initial binary is
later deconstructed by the narrative employment of the villagers’, not the
Pexton men’s, point of view, evincing ultimately that “them” is a complex
amalgam of foreign interests, corrupt locals, and clueless African workers
who are just as much victims as the “we,” who fight against and also
collaborate with the foreign investors.

In line with the “oil fiction” genre, social injustice and corruption are
presented as the main forces behind the conflict in the country, with oil
revenue accounting for the most of the government income. The petroleum
industry is presented as the only large employer other than public
administration, hence social and environmental concerns are ignored in
favor of financial returns in what Appel calls “a modular capitalist project, in
which disentanglement from and thinning of liability for local conditions is
intentional, always incomplete, and, in fact, requires sticky entanglements
with local people and environment” (706). Everyone in Kosawa knows that
“Pexton has been paying off people in the district office to shut their eyes”
(Mbue 38). Michael Klare’s rhetorical question corresponds with Mbue’s
plot: “And what do Africans get out all of this? Except for thousands of
holes in the ground, various large-scale environmental catastrophes, and
a scattering of heavily guarded villas and Swiss bank accounts for well-
connected elites, not very much” (174). Kosawa’s story is dramatized as
a harbinger of a world to come, in which, at least some of the villagers’
descendants may enjoy the benefits of modern urban life, whereas the
majority will continue to suffer from the detrimental effects of colonial
exploitation. The ensuing erosion of the Indigenous way of life, moreover,
complicates the meaning of progress and highlights nostalgia for the world
“in which [their] spirits were whole” (Mbue 359).

Aside from the investigation of the human costs of colonial
exploitation, Mbue’s novel queries the relationship between literary
imagination and the physical world thereby developing new modes of
representation at the intersection of environment and culture. By “offering
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the aesthetic experience of congruence between the human imagination
and the physical environment, [it] enables the submersion of the reader
not just into the text, but also into the world it represents” (O’Brien
145). The fictional world of Kosawa is portrayed through the images
of toxified spaces, places, and bodies, what Lawrence Buell calls “toxic
discourse.” Three major aspects of toxic discourse enumerated by Buell
can be found in Mbue’s narrative: a contaminated or disrupted pastoral
vision, images of total pollution, and a “David-versus-Goliath” fight of
the oppressed against the oppressors (647-51). James Phelan highlights
the importance of the mimetic component, which involves an audience’s
interest in the characters as possible people and in the narrative world
as like our own (5). One of the focal points in the novel is the mimetic
representation of the violence of resource extraction, as exploration and
exploitation of oil reserves are regarded as two of the most destructive
activities to the environment, which involve deforestation and the
installation of drilling equipment and pipelines: “[W]hatever life was
left in the big river disappeared . . . The smell of Kosawa became the
smell of crude. The noise from the oil field multiplied; day and night we
heard it in our bedrooms, in our classroom, in the forest. Our air turned
heavy” (Mbue 32). Disruption of soil structure causes erosion, which
harms local flora and fauna, while the toxic waste contaminates surface
and groundwater, robbing the community of the source of drinking
water: “When the sky began to pour acid and rivers began to turn green,
we should have known our land would soon be dead” (3). Repeated oil
spills contaminate rivers, which contributes to reduced fish stock for
consumption and sale. Broken pipelines flood the fields, which become
no longer arable, or cause fires that destroy farms. As ecocriticism locates
the text in the world, the world of Kosawa is presented as the epitome of
human devastation of nature.

It is not only the disturbing images of environmental pollution that
the story highlights, but also the vulnerability of the local population
that is exposed to its hazards. Diseases that surreptitiously plague the
villagers form an embodied means of witnessing “slow violence,” to use
Rob Nixon’s concept. Some children develop “rashes and fevers” (8),
and others, like Wambi, suffer from a cough: “When the cough hit, his
eyes watered, his back hunched out, he had to hold on to something to
steady himself” (7-8). Night and day gas flares release toxic chemicals,
which are responsible for respiratory problems. Since the combustion of
petroleum products is carcinogenic, increased cancer rates are observed:
“We remembered those who had died from diseases with neither names
nor cures—our siblings and cousins and friends who had perished from
the poison in the water and the poison in the air and the poisoned food
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growing from the land that lost its purity the day Pexton came drilling”
(5). The health risks from chemical exposure are evident “[w]hen we began
to wobble and stagger, tumbling and snapping like feeble little branches”
(3), but the harm will have a lasting effect on “the farms that might not be
fruitful . . . [and] the children who [will never get] a chance to grow up”
(139). As economist Emmanuel U. Nnadozie writes about oil production
in Africa more generally, it is also true for the people of Kosawa that
“the discovery of oil is a curse that means only poverty, hunger, disease,
suffering, deprivation, and exploration” (75).

Mbue’s novel critiques the hazardous methods of crude oil
exploitation, which not only degrade the natural environment but also
put human health and life at risk.? Oil is used as a trope for blurring the
boundaries between environment and body, as both are equally exposed
to its harm. In this way the narrative highlights their interconnectivity
and mutual importance. The textual and visual significance of the
disturbing images of an environmental disaster and human vulnerability
lies not only in their emotional appeal, thereby showing the disastrous
consequences of unsustained development, but also in sensitizing the
audience to the position of the countries that are dependent on mineral
extraction for the principal source of revenue. However, it is not only
a vivid landscape of destruction and loss of the natural habitat but also
the erosion of local customs and practices caused by Pexton’s arrival
that the novel demonstrates. It challenges Western realist representation
when it relates to African cosmology in the description of rituals and
ceremonies. Embodied in African spirituality and experience, Mbue’s
narrative is intrinsically communal and manifests strong bonds between
family members, as opposed to the individualism of Western art. In
this way, the form of the story itself constitutes a practice of resistance
against Western, anthropocentric paradigms of knowledge that are
centered around the objectification, control, and domination of non/
human nature.

Foreign capital’s mining of natural resources and ensuing environmental
degradation often result in the removal and persecution of frontline
Indigenous communities: “[W]hile Indigenous peoples are only 5% of
the world population . . . they are involved in 40% of all environmental
conflicts globally” (Alier and Meynen). As the story of Kosawa shows,
Indigenous populations are disadvantaged by the conflict over control

2 Compare the discussion of M. Watts and E. Kashi’s multimedia project Curse of

the Black Gold: 50 Years of Oil in the Niger Delta as an ecology of suffering and as a site
of trauma in Cajetan Theka’s “Ecologies of Oil and Trauma of the Future in Curse of the
Black Gold” (2020).
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of oil resources, and their concerns impacted by extractive regimes are
pushed to the margins. When extractive projects, such as Pexton, enlist
the power of the corrupt state to advance their neo-colonial ideology, what
Segun Gbadegesin calls “toxic terrorism” (191), the consequences of their
activities extend across multiple generations. Stripped of mineral rights, the
people of Kosawa are deprived of the benefits from oil revenues and unable
to obtain adequate compensation for the environmental degradation of
their land, while their non-formal, Indigenous expertise is ignored, and
the “ways of knowing the world and knowing the self . . . are trivialized
and invalidated by Western scientists and experts” (Briggs and Sharp
664). Thom Davies finds this pattern “repeated the world over, [when]
environmental risks are commonly placed in the path of least resistance,
near communities with the smallest reserves of political, economic, and
social capital” (416).

Rob Nixon considers the work of conveying such prolonged
environmental impacts on Indigenous communities to be one of the
main “challenges posed by slow violence” (2).> As Nixon explains,
social inequality and discrimination form the foundation on which slow
violence is built: “[TThose people lacking resources [become] the principal
casualties of slow violence” (4). However, it is not only the physical
damage but also psychological toll of the ubiquitous death that slow
violence communicates: “We hated that we went to bed in fear and woke
up in fear, all day long breathed fear in and out” (Mbue 9). Slow violence
is disguised in futile promises, such as the one that “drilling for oil would
bring something called ‘civilization’ to our village . . . a wonderful thing
called ‘prosperity’” (73), assuring that “our grandparents would be in
awe of what a beautiful life they offer” (73). It is not only responsible
for social harms but it gestures to uneven structures of power that allow
such injustices to appear and continue. By bringing attention to the ways
in which environmental degradation and hazards affect poor people of
colour, Mbue’s novel responds to Cheryll Glotfelty’s appeal: “Where are
the other voices?” (xxv).

Davies expands Nixon’s characteristic of slow violence being “out of
sight,” by posing a crucial question: ““[OJut of sight to whom?*” (414).
“In asking this question,” he adds, “and taking seriously the knowledge
claims of communities who live in toxic spaces, we can begin to unravel
the power structures and politics that sustain the uneven geographies of
pollution” (414). Mbue’s narrative provides an answer to Davies’s question,

> Nixon defines “slow violence” as “a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight,

a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional
violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all” (2).
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gesturing at local and foreign culprits who share the same desire for profit
and disregard for moral authority: “They said all they ever did was pay the
government for the right to drill our land—why should they be responsible
for our government’s incompetence?” (136). As Davies concludes: “[S]low
violence persists because those ‘arresting stories” do not count. Crucially,
a politics of indifference about the suffering of marginalized groups helps
to sustain environmental injustice, allowing local claims of toxic harm to
be silenced” (421, italics in the original). Literature, however, is one of
the ways in which these concerns may be voiced within a broader scope,
thereby familiarizing the global audience with environmental problems by
allowing to empathetically imagine the lives of socially marginal people,
such as the residents of Kosawa. The novel’s environmentally-framed
social critique not only humanizes the people displaced by oil extraction
but makes them visible by putting them within a concrete framework
of place and time. In fact, a sense of compassion, with which the author
foregrounds Indigenous worldviews and spirituality, is a unique feature
of the novel. Mbue’s narrative represents the spiritual not only as real but
also as realistic. For example, the twins, who act as the “village medium
and medicine man” (27), and the laws of the Spirit have guided the people
of Kosawa in maintaining these relationships in a respectful way, so as not
to upset the holistic balance. An Indigenous worldview is presented as
conducive to living in harmony with the universe, and as such should be
honored for its integrity. Thus, the narrative convergence of the real and
spiritual promotes an Indigenous perspective, which is deemed authentic
and complementary.

The author escapes ethnocentricity by locating Kosawa’s problem in
a transnational context. For example, the novel acknowledges that similar
ecological problems are to be found in the US, where Native American
communities resist the pipelines that “deprive their land of its sanctity”
(207).* In another reference to Native American history, the narrative
evokes the infamous white settler-state policies towards Indigenous
communities, which resulted in their marginalization and annihilation:
“Across America today are pockets of people who were made prisoners
on their land. The land of their ancestors was taken from them, and now
they live at the edge of society” (213). There are stories about a place in
the US “where children are drinking poisoned water” (207),° and “where

* See Nick Estes’s Our History is the Future: Standing Rock versus the Dakota Access
Pipeline, and the Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance (2019), in which the author tells
the story of northern Plains peoples, providing context for contemporary struggles.

5 See Laura Pulido’s article “Flint, Environmental Racism, and Racial Capitalism”
(2016), in which she discusses the poisoning of water supply in Flint, Michigan as an
example of environmental racism and the everyday functioning of racial capitalism.
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land 1s disappearing into the sea” (207) due to oil extraction. When Thula
Nangi, the Kosawa character who serves as the narrative center of the
novel, comes to America on a scholarship, she sees it as an opportunity
to learn more about the ways to help her people fight for social justice.
Seeing the same harm done to others, she demonstrates the awakening of
a global environmental awareness: “But now that I live here I’'m realizing
that something far more complex is going on all over the world, something
that binds us to these beset Americans and others like us in villages and
town and cities in nations big and small” (208). In this way, the story about
a small African village gains importance as it becomes a parable of colonial
and postcolonial domination and the eradication of traditional lifeways, as
well as environments.

Bringing literary discourse into a relationship with the world,
a story about a fictitious Kosawa finds its parallel in African history,
when, “[i]n the early colonial period, in particular, private companies with
their own private armies (from King Leopold’s Congo to the British South
Africa Company) long ago pioneered methods for securing economic
extraction in the absence of modern state institutions” (Ferguson 380).
Grandmother Yaya’s recollections reclaim the colonial past by re-telling
the story through an Indigenous voice, which uses irony as a strategy
of resistance and subversion. The woman evokes the tragic history of
the African continent, which started with the European explorers who
“had traveled here to understand what kind of people we were, why we
behaved the way we did, how they could help us so we could live better
lives” (Mbue 217). Then, others came “to tell us about their Spirit. They
said their Spirit would bring us out of the darkness we didn’t know we
were living in. We would see the light” (219). Even though “Kosawa was
spared when men began arriving from the coast looking for humans to
snatch and sell,” they welcomed groups “of escapees presenting stories of
villages emptied out by snatchers” (221). “Nowadays young people talk
about the oil as if it’s our first misfortune; they forget that, long before the
oil, the parents of our parents suffered for the sake of rubber” (222), says
Yaya, referring to the Western demand for natural rubber that resulted in
forced labor in colonial Africa: “If a man fled without delivering his quota
of rubber, the interpreters came for his family. Children were pulled from
their huts and beaten in village squares because their fathers had escaped
the rubber plantations. Wives were raped. Mothers punched. No one
was spared” (223). Finally, before “the masters had decided to return to
Europe” (224), they set up the government, picking the president whose
sudden death they engineered “after they decided he wasn’t an obedient
servant” (225). His Excellency, the new President, follows in the footsteps
of the colonial rulers, and “the day he ascended to the top in Bézam, this
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country became his property. From it he harvests whatever pleases him and
destroys whoever displeases him” (226). With his nominal sovereignty and
economic dependence on foreign capital, His Excellency gives the Kosawa
land to Pexton. By bringing colonial history to the conversation, the author
highlights its persistent relevance. Kosawa’s story is thus presented, Mbue
argues, not as an exception but as a continuation of a systemic violence
perpetrated against this region.

African raw materials, such as rubber and oil, and local export
market economies have long been subordinated to the interests of
the Western capital. In fact, with the continuing demand for rubber, the
only change has been in a technological process, as “[m]ore than half
the world’s rubber now comes not from weeping wood but gushing
oil” (Harford). Yaya’s memories highlight the destructive impact of the
policies of colonialism that impeded African economic development
and created areliance on imported goods. The infrastructure that
developed, especially in its executive capacity, was designed to exploit
the natural resources and bring profit to the privileged minority, local
and foreign. Kunnie also finds the roots of ecological devastation of the
African continent in the past:

The holocaust of chattel enslavement of Africans followed by colonialist
conquest and occupation is what precipitated the ecological crisis in
Africa, particularly through the introduction of deep mineral mining
and extraction of vital resources along with erasure of forests, trees,
and underbrush through military invasions and incursions into the
hinterlands of Africa from coastal lines, particularly in West Africa and
Southwestern (426).

Yaya’s story demonstrates that the problems described in the novel do
not result from the present-day political and economic challenges, but are
deeply rooted in Africa’s colonial past.

The author escapes the frames of Africa’s postcolonial victimhood
by signaling the ways of resistance on the part of local community. The
narrative offers alternative scenarios that could reconstruct the world of
Kosawa and seek justice for its residents. However Mbue consequently
avoids binary systematizing, by showing no consensus among the villagers
about how to proceed. Some look for solutions inside the country, like
the village leader Woja Beki, who encourages the people to wait and trust
Pexton to do the right thing, or Thula’s brother Juba, who “got into
the sole government leadership school in the country,” hoping one day
to form “a government made of people like us, those who had suffered
the consequences of bad policies and knew how things ought to be”
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(Mbue 334). Nonviolent ways are promoted by The Movement for the
Restoration of the Dignity of Subjugated Peoples, which recommends
“talking about how we can peacefully bring about change with dialogue,
negotiation, common ground, more dialogue” (207). There are those
who decide to take matters into their own hands, such as Thula’s father
Malabo, and disappear without a trace. Others rely on American activists,
such as Austin, who “believes in dialogue, in people sharing their stories,
hearing others’ stories, enemies gaining new perspectives on each
other” (275). Domestic revolutionaries, such as Thula, use a grassroots
movement to motivate the community members to take responsibility
for their country, teaching “her students things the government didn’t
wish its future leaders to be taught” (343). None of the attempts to seek
justice is given textual prominence, nor are the protagonists portrayed
only as heroes or villains, as all efforts are presented as important, even
if not equally effective.

As the story unfolds, however, nothing the protestors do poses a real
challenge to Pexton, which uses the hypocrisy of corporate double-speak,
claiming that “Kosawa was spreading lies about Pexton and, in the process,
hurting His Excellency’s image” (172). Juba’s first days of work as a civil
servant leave him no hope of eradicating corruption: “Repeatedly, I was
told my job was to clean up numbers, not to ask questions about why
large sums of money could not be accounted for” (335), so he jumps
on the bandwagon and amasses “riches from payoffs” (337). Austin no
longer fools himself “that a story he’s written may entice his countrymen
to reconsider their ways of thinking and being” (274). When Thula’s plea
loses in an American court, she knows they have lost, as “[f]iling a lawsuit
against the government and Pexton in a Bézam court would be ludicrous”
(344). Finally, she meets her death together with the Five, a militant group
she has helped to set up, during a failed kidnapping of the Pexton executive.

Oil discourse is co-extensive with the social, and Mbue’s narrative
brings these two domains of inquiry into dialogue, while blurring the lines
between victims and perpetrators, between those who want to fight the
American corporation or take their money. “[Y]ou’ll see that the ones who
came to kill us and the ones who’ll run to save us are the same” (103),
prophesizes Konga, one of the villagers. And indeed the novel gradually
deconstructs the stark binarism which is set up in the first paragraph,
ultimately showing how some of the villagers become murderers while the
Pexton workers are revealed as victims of circumstance. Even the corrupt
elites have reasons for their cynicism, rooted in their own trauma and
dislocation.

Mbue’s novel provides a compelling portrait of colonial exploitation,
in which a “global system of hyper-capitalism is transgressing key planetary
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ecological boundaries” (Dawson and Amatya 3). This representation of
an ecological crisis does not imagine an alternative future other than the
destructive petroculture: “[O]n all sides the dead were too many—on the
side of the vanquished, on the side of the victors, on the side of those who’d
never chosen sides” (Mbue 340). It gestures at the past while questioning
the very foundation of the African countries: “We were different tribes
thrown together with no common dream. We were forced to build upon
sinking sand, and now we’re crumbling from within” (335), and at the
present, arguing that “[o]il violence is generated by the evil twins of
authoritarian governmentality and petro-capitalism” (Watts 62), fueled by
lack of transparency and accountability. Demonstrating the devastating
consequences of the processes of industrial resource extraction, it imagines
the future, as the downfall of Kosawa allows to reflect on the future of
many vulnerable developing countries.

The story about a small African village goes beyond a focus on oil
extraction to question the terms of the struggle between Indigeneity and
modernity. As there is no retreat from encroaching modernity, its impact on
the children of Kosawa eludes easy classification. Even if the children of the
village are compensated by scholarships and personal wealth, this triumph
of modernity entails the destruction of their unique cultural heritage. The
vanishing of a traditional way of life erodes their basis for self-identification
and robs them of communal support. Invoking the imagery of the
traditional Indigenous lifeways of Kosawa not as backward and primitive
but rather as their own legitimate world, rich in mutual responsiveness and
care, the author questions the worth of the gains of Western modernity.
The irony is that the novel acknowledges the importance of education;
the heroine, Thula, craves Western education and benefits from it, just
as the author herself is an educated woman. The narrative, however, refuses
to conclude that the modern Western life is better than the traditional life
of the villagers. One can grieve for Kosawa and lament the futile struggles
of its people, or be inspired by their determination and resistance.
But the dignity and respect with which the narrative posits the
acceptance of the passing of time and the changes that inevitably come
with it make the story truly poignant, and even elegiac. What else is there
left for people involuntarily locked in a struggle between Indigeneity and
modernity if not memory and nostalgia, the title seems to suggest.
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ABSTRACT
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INTRODUCTION!

The term Anthropocene remains the de facto way of discussing the current
geological era characterized by environmental crisis brought upon by the
exploitation of the planet’s natural resources by humans, though many
have proposed alternatives such as Plantationocene, Capitalocene, and even
Chthulucene among others. The proliferation of labels comes from the
fundamental flaws of a term like “Anthropocene,” which implies an equal
share of responsibility for human involvement in the current climate crisis,
erasing centuries of Western colonial and capitalist exploitation of the land
and its peoples (Hayman 78). The practices that have stripped the land of
its resources, resulted in the extensive loss of biodiversity, and produced
massive amounts of pollution, are directly tied to the modernizing project
and Enlightenment humanist privileging of man above all else.

The relationship between Indigenous? peoples and the land is fraught,
as Western colonial narratives often treat ecologically-minded Indigenous
cultures as primitive and premodern. Even contemporary ecocritical
work is not free from the fetishized and appropriative view of Indigenous
knowledge about the land. However, as Indigenous scholars and artists
alike have shown, the experience of being Indigenous to North America
offers generative ways of thinking about what it means to face the
threat of ecological disaster. With a history of apocalyptic events in
the form of settler colonialism’s destruction of their lands, their people,
and their cultures, Indigenous peoples’ relationship to the apocalypse
is not so much a future to be feared, but a cyclical continuation of what
has already been their reality for the last six centuries.

This unique position leads to a different type of dystopian narrative,
one that centres the resurgence of Indigenous knowledge and practices
as solution to the threat. To look to the past, however, is not the same as
white narratives of an idealized agrarianism; rather, the turn to the past
is a temporal mode of understanding that there is no linear movement
forward. In two recent novels, Cherie Dimaline and Louise Erdrich deploy
alternative temporalities that reject the Western narrative of modernity
and its linear progression and instead operate within a framework of

! The authors of this essay identify as non-Indigenous women of colour; this essay

is not meant to speak over or speak for Indigenous scholars or Indigenous knowledge-
keepers. Rather, the authors intend to highlight the importance of Indigenous perspectives
to the discussion of modernity and the Anthropocene presented in this issue.

2 The authors recognize that many different peoples and nations exist within the
literatures we discuss in this essay, who cannot and should not be collapsed under one
neat term or definition. Where possible, we have included the specific people or nation
being referred to; where we are speaking of multiple nations or peoples, we have used
“Indigenous” as a descriptor for the sake of ease and clarity.
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cyclical or spiraling time. These temporalities, accessible to the Indigenous
characters of each novel through the act of storytelling, allow for the
Indigenous characters to challenge the settler-colonial state and reclaim
Indigenous sovereignty. Our analysis of Dimaline’s novel The Marrow
Thieves (2017) will explore how the settler-colonial state is challenged
through multi-nation Indigenous storytelling, knowledge, and collective
memory; we then turn to Erdrich’s Future Home of the Living God
(2017) to examine how Ojibwe modes of understanding operate through
a cyclical timescape that allows for alternative methods of existing with
and within the larger world.

STORY, MEMORY, AND LANDSCAPE IN CHERIE
DIMALINE’S THE MARROW THIEVES

In his critique of dystopian and post-apocalyptic literature’s perspective of
the Anthropocene, Potawatomi scholar Kyle Whyte writes that Indigenous
perspectives “offer the idea that we confront climate change having already
passed through environmental and climate crises arising from the impacts
of colonialism” (“Indigenous Science (Fiction)” 226). The Marrow
Thieves, a young adult novel by Métis author Cherie Dimaline, serves as
an excellent example of Whyte’s critique. Set approximately forty years
in the future, The Marrow Thieves imagines a world plagued by climate
change and disease, the first major crisis consisting of the “Water Wars,”
a decade during which fresh water became scarce (Dimaline 24). After the
Water Wars, “the rest of the continent sank into a new era. The world’s
edge had been clipped by the rising waters . . . Half the population was lost
in the disaster and from the disease” (26). These diseases eventually result
in the inability to dream, which causes insanity in those afflicted. The only
people unaffected by this disease are Indigenous peoples, leading white
settler-colonists to believe that the bone marrow of Indigenous people is
the disease’s cure. “Recruiters” capture Indigenous people and hold them
in a future version of residential schools while they extract bone marrow. In
the post-apocalyptic landscape of the Anthropocene, Dimaline’s reordered
world is a reflection of past and present apocalypses: Indigenous bodies
become literal commodities in yet another settler-state-enacted genocide.

Francis, called “French,” the novel’s teenage Métis narrator, is alone
on the run from Recruiters after losing the rest of his family. A small group
of other Indigenous escapees—a mixture of Cree, Anishinaabe, White
River, and Métis peoples—are travelling northward to where a larger group
of Indigenous survivors are rumored to be living outside of the influence
of the oppressive settler-state’s Recruiter program. While they travel,
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the found-family participates in collective storytelling that pushes back
against settler-colonialist progress narratives and uses collective memory
to reestablish ties with the poisoned, post-apocalyptic landscape.

COMMUNITY, COLLECTIVE MEMORY, AND
STORYTELLING

The Marrow Thieves is structured to elevate storytelling as a method for
community and identity-formation, presenting its non-linear flashbacks
and alternate timelines through communal storytelling. Dimaline uses
two kinds of storytelling, “Story” and “coming-to stories,” both of
which function as an anthology of collective memory and knowledge
from which the characters construct their own identities and survive
the post-apocalyptic world. Patrizia Zanella argues that the coming-to
stories and Story speak back to Canada’s paltry attempts to reconcile
a history of genocide enacted by the violent settler-colonial state; the
“shared oral history” in The Marrow Thieves “reveals settler colonialism’s
co-constitutive attempts at . . . Indigenous elimination” (177). This
elimination attempt played out in the Canadian government’s residential
schools, where Indigenous children were separated from their families and
stripped of their cultures, as well as in the removal of Indigenous groups
from their lands to make that land available for the settler-colonial state
to exploit. Dimaline critiques this history (and the lack of reparations for
it) through the stories her characters tell. Collective storytelling becomes
an important space for the individual Indigenous characters to reclaim
their identities, communities, and lands while resisting settler-colonial
constructs.

“Coming-to” stories are the personal accounts of each character in the
novel describing the way they came to join the refugee group, providing
a space for each character to define themselves and the way they survived
settler-colonial violence, rather than being defined by Western constructs
(Fachinger). By ending each coming-to story at the point of the individual
joining the community of survivors, the collected stories function as an
anthology of memory. This anthology produces its own epistemology that
works toward creating an Indigenous-defined future. Wab, an Anishinaabe
girl who is the oldest of the youth, tells her story after she sees a man in the
wild who abused her in the past. Her previous reluctance to tell her story
resulted in the other youth speculating about her past and identity, but the
elder Miigwan, overhearing their speculations, reminds them: “Everyone
tells their own coming-to story. Everyone’s creation story is their own”
(Dimaline 78-79), emphasizing that each member of the group is free to
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define themselves and tell their story when they are ready. Significantly,
Wab only chooses to tell her story when she recognizes the telling of it is
necessary for the others’ safety. Her story, which is one of the most difficult
ones in the novel and includes extensive child neglect and sexual assault,
doubles as identity-creation and a warning about a man who later betrays
them. Likewise, Miigwan’s coming-to story is told soon after Wab’s and
serves as a warning not to trust even other Indigenous strangers, as some
are working for the Recruiters: Miigwan’s husband Isaac was captured
after they took in several people the couple assumed were Indigenous
refugees (100-07). Wab and Miigwan’s personal apocalypses become
part of the group’s collective memory, which influences the youth to be
rightfully wary towards the newcomers—and underscores the importance
of individual storytelling to the protection of the wider community.

The second kind of storytelling, “Story,” collapses apocalypses,
weaving the history of residential schools—compulsory education for
all First Nations children in Canada that aimed to “civilize” a “primitive”
people from the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth—with
Dimaline’s imagined institutions where Indigenous people are kept and
their bone marrow extracted. “Story” is told primarily by Miigwan (Miig),
one of the two elders of the refugee group, whose Anishinaabe teachings are
significant as resistance against Westernized education, particularly in light
of the residential schools the novel critiques both directly and in analogous
form (Dimaline 23). Every night, the group gathers by the fire to listen
to a piece of Story, though the novel itself presents Story in two sections,
separated by nearly sixty pages, and forms the backdrop of the novel: the
history, present, and future of Indigenous peoples. Miigwan weaves in the
history of residential schools with the settler-state destroying Indigenous
lands for the sake of capitalism, resulting in environmental, political, and
economic collapse in Canada (Dimaline 24). The telling of Story by the
fireside every night serves to rekindle traditional Indigenous knowledge,
passing it from one generation to the next. As Frenchie narrates, Story might
be “a hundred years in one long narrative, blunt and without detail. . . . It
was imperative that we know. [Miig] said it was the only way to make the
kinds of changes that were necessary to really survive” (25). Miig’s purpose
in Story is for the youth to survive, not only physically, but also culturally,
by remembering their collective history, learning from it, and keeping it for
future generations. However, Story is not limited to one direction, Elder
to youth: one of the teenagers, Rose, vocally rebels against the way Miig
tells Story. French says “she became part of Story . .. And we loved the
way she rebelled anyway; having been raised by old people, she spoke like
them. It made us feel surrounded on both ends—Iike we have a future and
a past all bundled up in her” (32). As Sium and Ritskes write, “[s]tories as
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Indigenous knowledge work to not only regenerate Indigenous traditions
and knowledge production, but also work against the colonial epistemic
frame to subvert and recreate possibilities and spaces for resistance” (II1).
Story is a mode of resistance against colonial whitewashing of the past;
Story is also living and current, flexible to the needs of the storyteller and
the listeners both, keeping it from becoming stagnant history unable to
be negotiated or reinterpreted. Story and coming-to stories are an integral
part of forming an Indigenous-centered community and identity.

STORYTELLING AND SPIRALING TIME AS
RESISTANCE TO PROGRESS NARRATIVES

The settler-colonial state, motivated by capitalism, cannot see Indigenous
peoples or their land as anything other than commodities to be bought and
sold, even in the midst of environmental collapse. Miigwan explains during
Story that at the beginning of the Water Wars, White settlers “turned to
Indigenous people” and their knowledges of the environment, “looking for
ways we might guide them” (Dimaline 88). But a short while after settlers
attempted to learn from Indigenous ways, Miig claims: “they changed
on us . . . looking for ways they could take what we had and administer
it themselves” (88). This led to the belief that Indigenous peoples’ bone
marrow could cure the disease brought about by settler destruction of the
environment: the Recruiters are partly a symbol of history—the residential
schools where many Indigenous children were stripped of their cultures
and languages, abused, and murdered—and partly a symbol of what
constitutes scientific “progress” when constructed within and by a violent
settler-state.

This dystopian future Canadian government’s solution to widespread
disease is to murder Indigenous peoples in order to cure settlers
(particularly wealthy, white people, according to Story). In her essay
on The Marrow Thieves and Indigenous sovereignty, Laura Maria De
Vos writes: “The settler colonial project limits Indigenous nationhood
to ... something from a long ago past that is no longer relevant . . . [and]
which makes Indigenous sovereignty unthinkable in the present, let alone
the future” (6). Though the events of the past have occurred again, and
are still recurring, Indigenous community and sovereignty become an
alternative to Western narratives of progress. “Progress” for Indigenous
people as it exists in Dimaline’s novel is not linear, but spiralic: temporality
is cyclical, as the stories of the past are needed to explain the present and
look toward a future that is not new. As De Vos explains in the same essay,
the “Indigenous experience of time [is] informed by a people’s particular
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relationships to the seasonal cycles on their lands, which acknowledges
the present generations’ responsibilities to the ancestors and those not
yet born” (2). French and his companions show the possible future(s)
for Indigenous youth even in the Anthropocene, spurred by their Elders’
teachings of responsibility to the land and to future generations.

Miigwan tells the youth in Story that in the first apocalypse, settler-
colonialism, Indigenous people survived despite the genocide and cultural
oppression enacted by the settler state. In the first half of the novel,
between the sections of Story and coming-to stories, French and his
young companions spend time learning from the two elders of the group,
Miigwan and Minerva. Every day the groups divides into “old-timey” roles,
as French puts it: Hunters and Homestead. Miigwan teaches the youth
how to hunt respectfully while Minerva teaches them how to care for food,
as well as words of the Cree language (Dimaline 31-41). While these roles
would seem primitive from a Western point of view, to the Elders it is
a return to the relationship the Anishinaabe, Cree, Tutchone, and Métis
peoples (and others) had to the land. As Michael Dockry and Kyle Whyte
write, “[s]ettler colonialism involves the efforts of a society to replace
existing ecological relationships and establish their own in the lands of
another peoples” (98). This line of thinking is important in establishing
that the Anthropocene is not the work of a// peoples—Indigenous peoples
do not have the same history of affecting the land as settler-colonialists,
who altered the environment beyond recognition through exploitation.
Toward the beginning of the novel, French says during these “old-timey”
lessons given by his Elders, “I came from a long line of hunters, trappers,
and voyageurs. But now, with most of the rivers cut into the pieces and
lakes left as grey sludge pickers on the landscape, my own history seemed
like a myth along the lines of dragons” (Dimaline 21). But throughout
the novel, French reconnects with his ancestors” ways as he observes his
Elders’ lessons, as well as Story and the coming-to stories.

This reconnection is particularly evident during a scene when French
is hunting and comes across a moose. While at first he imagines how
impressed the others will be with him for killing such a large animal,
a moment later French empathizes with the moose, thinking of the animal
as a survivor much like himself: “It was like [the moose] was a hundred
years old, like it watched all of this happen. Imagine being here through
it all—the wars, the sickness, the earthquakes, the schools—only to come
to this?” (49). French considers the moose’s ability to survive, to resist
the threat of settler-colonialism and habitat destruction, and then turns
to thinking of the ways in which his community could use the moose’s
body. But French realizes they “could not travel with the meat before it
rotted . . . we’d be leaving half, at least half, behind to rot,” leading him to
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decide not to kill the moose, despite his worry that refusing to kill could
result in his community going hungry (49-50). While French’s decision
could impact his community physically, his unwillingness to kill a creature
of which they would be forced to waste a considerable portion shows that
he has been paying attention to Miigwan’s teachings about hunting—and
to Story, when Miig recounts the way the settler-colonial state wasted
and exploited the resources provided by the land (24-26). French’s
decision is an important part of his character development. As he says
early on in the scene, “T always listen to my Elders” (49).

Dimaline’s novel argues that Indigenous people’s knowledges are
complete in themselves; their theories and connections with each other
and with their environment are enough to move them spatially and
chronologically through any apocalypse. In her essay on Indigenous young
adult dystopian literature, Sandra Cox writes: “Dimaline participate[s] in
a radical speculation that extends survivance out of the past, through the
present, and into the future” (66). Dimaline likewise connects chronological
survivance—a term Chippewa scholar Gerald Vizenor coined, meaning
a “sense of native presence over absence, nihility, and victimry” (1)—to
environmental survivance in the sense that the characters move toward
their stolen homelands and bring healing to both themselves and the land.
As Miig tells Frenchie toward the end of the novel: “All we need is the
safety to return to our homelands” (Dimaline 193). If disaster is cyclical,
so is healing; the end is never really the end.

BACKWARDS, FORWARDS, SIDEWAYS:
SPATIOTEMPORAL MOVEMENTS IN FUTURE HOME
OF THE LIVING GOD

Where Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves collects the stories of a mixed group
of Indigenous peoples forced to move continuously through the land,
Erdrich’s Future Home of the Living God is one woman’s story of navigating
Indigeneity in the different spaces of city, suburbs, and reservation. The
dystopian setting of this novel is biomedical in nature as well, but framed
in terms of evolution, specifically that evolution begins to “run Backwards”
leading to the commodification of pregnant women as the government seeks
to access and control their reproductive power. The novel is epistolary in
nature, written as a journal in which 26-year-old Cedar Hawk Songmaker,
an Indigenous woman who was adopted by a white liberal family, narrates
approximately five months’ time following the beginning of an undefined
ecological disaster. Directly addressing her unborn child throughout the
entries, Cedar narrates her pregnancy, reconnecting with her birth mother
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and Ojibwe heritage, and attempting to maintain her independence as the
government Imprisons pregnant women.

Adopted into the Songmaker family, Cedar was severed from her
cultural and biological heritage and instead raised with white fetishization
of her Ojibwe identity. The Songmakers attempt to celebrate Cedar’s
Indigeneity, but always through an exoticized and whitewashed lens:
Cedar’sadoptive mother, Sera, hasa history of “self-invent[ing] ceremonies,
which she put together from her eclectic readings on Indigenous culture
and Rudolf Steiner” (Erdrich 53). Sera’s reliance on Steiner, a twentith-
century Austrian philosopher and spiritualist, implies a disregard for the
culturally and personally significant specificity of Cedar’s Ojibwe heritage.
Further fetishized within the white institutional setting of her childhood
school—she is referred to as “Native girl! Indian Princess!” and treated
with reverence in her school for her “hotline to nature”—Cedar experiences
a crisis of identity when in college she meets other Indigenous students
who had been raised within their cultures (4). Cedar’s experience of the
ecological disaster coincides with the reclamation of her Ojibwe heritage
as she seeks out her genetic history. Though she instigates a meeting with
her birth mother purely to gain medical information, Cedar’s entrance
into the reservation marks the beginning of her transition into Indigenous
modes of being that reject white notions of linear temporality.

STORYTELLING, IDENTITY, AND INDIGENOUS
KNOWLEDGES

Cedar first begins her education in Ojibwe cultural practices when she
enters the space of the reservation. She cannot find her mother’s house as
she was not given a specific address but rather a series of vague directions
that force Cedar to go down multiple “false-alarm” roads before finally
finding her destination (14). These spatial diversions symbolically mark
Cedar’s uncertain relationship to her Ojibwe identity. She develops her
Indigeneity in fits and starts, which introduce Cedar to the principle of
indeterminacy and, more importantly, the embrace of uncertainty that
marks Indigenous knowledges in this novel. Silvia Martinez-Falquina
writes that “Erdrich theorizes uncertainty as a way of denouncing the
vulnerability of the rights of women and Natives” (165). Or, in other
words, uncertainty marks a way of being in the world in which vulnerability
has become the norm. Though this is denounced within the context of
colonialist exploitation of Indigenous peoples, particularly women, this
also marks a different way of experiencing the world that leaves Cedar
uniquely prepared for the dystopian events to come.
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Even upon finally reaching her biological mother’s house, Cedar’s
mother and the rest of her family refuse to give her the information she
seeks forcing her instead to continue confronting the sense of uncertainty.
Cedar’s grandmother ignores her completely until Cedar finally reveals
that she is pregnant. This information manages to get her grandmother to
speak, but again in a way that seemingly evades the question: “the word
‘pregnant’ may have registered, because that word triggers a story, and
then another story, many of them. . . . She seems to have lived out many
versions of her own history” (Erdrich 34-35). That the grandmother offers
Cedar traditional narratives rather than genetic information shows that she
prioritizes Ojibwe cultural knowledge over Western scientific knowledge,
and also reminds Cedar that inheritance is about more than just genes.
Lorena Laura Stookey notes that Erdrich’s “fiction commonly features the
telling of stories within stories in what might be regarded as arrangements
of narratives that resemble Chinese boxes” and that they “serve a variety of
functions,” one of which is to remind the reader that reality “must always
be understood in respect to point of view” (16). This style is reminiscent
of Dimaline’s grouping of coming-to stories within the larger framework
of Story, but, in an uncharacteristic show of narrative restraint, Erdrich
withholds the grandmother’s actual stories, instead giving us only the
list of titles. The withholding of these Ojibwe stories, which include “the
Story of the Two-Faced Child, the Tooth-Spitting Grave . . . and others
which [Cedar] can’t just now recall” forces readers unfamiliar with this
cultural background to confront their own subject position and either
actively search for Ojibwe stories or to sit with the feeling of uncertainty
that Cedar herself experiences throughout the novel (Erdrich 35).

Instead of giving the reader what are presumably traditional Ojibwe
stories, Erdrich incorporates pieces of a book that Eddy, Cedar’s biological
mother’s husband, is writing. The book is not necessarily about Indigeneity,
though it does incorporate aspects of Indigenous philosophy; instead, it
is an over 3,000-page collection of “reason[s] not to kill yourself” (29).
There is a level of the absurd in this collection, but this is tempered by
the pathologizing of Eddy’s mental state, which is described as manic-
depressive. By incorporating the fractured and disturbing musings of
Eddy’s fascination with death and dying, and withholding the traditional
Indigenous narratives of the grandmother, Erdrich prioritizes sharing
the debilitating effects of settler colonialism on the Indigenous psyche.
Cedar is not the only Native American with a fractured identity; even
those living on the reservation have a tenuous and broken hold on their
identities and culture.

Itisalso through the act of storytelling that Cedar comes to understand
her Indigenous identity, and most importantly for her to begin challenging
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her white beliefs through her adoption of Indigenous knowledges. Rather
than accept the narrative that evolution is running backwards, Cedar
reframes the issue:

So if evolution has actually stopped . . . then we would not see an orderly
backward progression of human types that evolutionary charts are so
fond of presenting. Life might skip forward, sideways, in unforeseen
directions. We wouldn’t see the narrative we think we know. Why?
Because there was never a story moving forward and there wouldn’t be
one moving backward. (54-55)

This passage early in the novel requires the reader to experience the
uncertainty that marks precarious living. Erdrich never provides definitive
reasons for why species are rapidly changing; however, she does hint
that it is related to climate change with multiple references to events like
the melting of the permafrost, winters without snow in Minnesota, and
strings of natural disasters (8-9). These moments are fleeting, as are the
news fragments that remind the reader that humans are not the only ones
affected by the molecular changes: “[S]mall-celled creatures and plants
have been shuffling through random adaptations” (44) and prehistoric
animals return to the planet (92). Though not as overtly interested in
the relationship between Indigenous peoples and the land as The Marrow
Thieves, the more-than-human world is far from absent from the pages of
Erdrich’s novel. The urban setting of Future Home unsettles the myth of
the nature-culture divide that plagues modernity. In the prologue of There
There, Cheyenne and Arapaho novelist Tommy Orange reminds us that to
be a part of the urban is not to be divorced from the environment; rather,
“[a]n Urban Indian belongs to the city, and cities belong to the earth”
(11). Like There There, Erdrich’s focus on an urban location challenges the
tendency to read Indigenous cultural practices, particularly those related
to environmentalism, as premodern.

Traditional representations of Indigenous peoples located in North
America have focused on smaller towns or reservations as the locus of
Indigeneity leading to the invisibility of Indigenous life in the city. By
moving Cedar through the various locations within the city, her parents’
suburban home, and the reservation, Erdrich reminds us that the experiences
of Indigenous peoples have been diverse and complex and lead to subject
positions as “hybrid entities” (Kot 7). These different spaces operate
as contact zones, not just for people like Cedar who confront various
images of indigeneity, but also contact with the environment and different
environmental practices. With the history of settler colonial violence,
Indigenous peoples have been forced to turn to collective identities, to share
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their knowledges across tribes and space (Whyte, “Indigenous Climate
Change” 157-58). The history of violent relocation and exploitation has
forced Indigenous peoples to learn how to adapt and continue to adapt.
Even as cultures are preserved through the act of storytelling, the ability
to adapt has also created the conditions through which Indigenous peoples
may experience a resurgence and reclaim sovereignty.

ALTERNATIVE TEMPORALITIES AND INDIGENOUS
RESURGENCE

Through the epistolary form, Erdrich promotes a layered, multifaceted
understanding of temporality. The journal format is used to track the
unfolding of the biomedical crisis, but it also narrates the development of
her child, including detailed descriptions of what stage of development
it should be at any given time. Cedar’s painstaking documentation of its
development indicates an at least partial acceptance of the linear temporality
imposed by Western science and the calendar. Yet even as she operates
within that temporality, Cedar challenges it: through the story she tells,
Cedar challenges the narrative of progression that attempts to explain the
biological changes happening to humans and animals. She ties this temporal
shift to the body itself, to the gene sequence: “Our entire evolution up until
now has apparently been coded into some part of the blood or tissue we
haven’t noticed or deciphered. . . . Our bodies have always remembered
who we were. And now they have decided to return” (Erdrich 68). She
later adds to this discussion of genetic mutations: “We talk about how the
redundant gene, or twin, becomes a kind of ghost gene, a silent pseudogene.
An untranslated DNA sequence” that carried the “history of our genetic
mishaps” (106-07). Though these passages indicate a sense of failure, she
further challenges any understanding of backwards movement as regression,
instead positing that the evolutionary changes might be to “restore us
to some former physical equilibrium” (107). Like The Marrow Thieves,
Future Home engages with the idea of modernity as something constantly
reformed by shifting understandings of the past. Erdrich’s gene functions
much like Rose’s challenging of Story: history is not merely a thing to be
carried forward, but something to be challenged and adapted, something
that mutates so that the past is reformed within and for the present.

The temporal shift, insofar as it relates to the idea of progress and
evolution, exists not only within the body, but ties the material conditions
of life to the abstract quality of time. Despite the apocalypse generally
being regarded as an ending, whether to the world or to a particular way of
life, Cedar’s embrace of Indigenous knowledges allows her to understand
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it merely as another time of change and potential: “I have that sense of
time folding in on itself, the same tranced awareness I experienced
in the ultrasound room. I realize this: I am not at the end of things, but
the beginning” (92). This moment of realization that the apocalypse is
not definitive but rather an opening, a moment of possibility, mirrors an
earlier conversation with her stepfather, Eddy, in which he rejects Cedar’s
assertion that the world is ending:

“Indians have been adapting since before 1492 so I guess we’ll keep
adapting.”

“But the world is going to pieces.”

“It 1s always going to pieces.”

“This is different.”

“It is always different. We’ll adapt.” (28)

At this point in the novel, still operating within her white upbringing,
Cedar seems to accept the narrative that the apocalypse is a form of
ending, that the only way of understanding what is happening is to think
in terms of linear progress. Eddy, however, reminds Cedar that Indigenous
Americans have already survived multiple apocalypses all related to the
violent and debilitating practices of settler colonialism that include not
only the widespread decimation of the Indigenous population, but also the
destruction of the land and the loss of Indigenous cultural practices.
Rather than treat this latest development as an ending, the Ojibwe see
it as merely another challenge to adapt to. The fall of the US government
and rise of a fundamental Christian authoritarian state marks a time of
Indigenous resurgence and reclamation that revitalizes the entire space
of the reservation. Like Miig’s focus on educating young people in The
Marrow Thieves, Eddy “[t]hinks of survival measures, ways to draft our
young people into working for a higher purpose . . . He wants to make
the reservation one huge, intensively worked, highly productive farm”
(226). They have also fought back against “[t]he chimookamaanag . . . the
white people, and . . . seized the National Guard arsenal up at Camp Riley,
which is on our original treaty grounds” (227). This moment, then, that
disrupts the linearity of time to create an open space of transformation
leads to not only a resurgence of Indigenous identity and culture, but also
a literal reclamation of the land that was stolen. It does not erase the history
of settler colonialism, evident in the damage to the environment that will
remain, but it does signal a turn toward possibilities that did not exist before.
As hopetul as the resurgence of the Ojibwe tribe is, Erdrich does not
depict a complete overthrow of the settler colonial state. The gains made
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by the Ojibwe people do not erase the damage done by settler colonialism:
the damage to the environment remains as does much of the precarity of
life for people living on the reservation. The legacy of disenfranchisement
is not immediately nor completely overcome; the novel ends with Cedar
once again held in a detention center, having been turned in by members of
the tribe who are “broke, so dead broke . . . [and] need the money” (248).
Further, Cedar gives birth to a baby boy who is immediately taken from
her and placed in the care of the new state order, continuing the separation
of Indigenous peoples from their identity and community. What Erdrich
offers is an ambiguous and ambivalent ending in which the collective
appears to experience a resurgence, though individual members might still
be trapped within settler colonial mindsets or institutions.

CONCLUSION

For many speculative writers, cli-fi (climate fiction) has become a generative
space to express anxieties regarding the extended trauma of waiting for the
apocalypse while feeling powerless to prevent it. Dystopian, apocalyptic,
and post-apocalyptic narratives have exploded, but they tell only one story
of the apocalypse: they depict a world that is ending, with clear boundaries
for before and after. They often miss that apocalypses have happened and
continue to happen globally. The fear of the apocalypse also makes it easy
to forget that the word does not only signal the biblical end of times, but
that apocalypse can refer to any revelation. Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves
and Erdrich’s Future Home remind us that there is no singular apocalypse.
The definite article “the” only makes sense when one belongs to a group
who has not yet lived through an apocalypse. Apocalypses are multiple,
personal, as well as collective, and they cannot be understood as simply an
end. The stories that we tell about apocalypse matter for thinking about
our position in the world.

Potawatomi botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass opens
with a comparison of the Potawatomi creation story of Skywoman’s fall to
the earth with the biblical story of the Garden of Eden. Kimmerer offers
the story as a way to remind us that the stories we tell about where we came
from affect the stories that we tell about our present and our future. She
notes that the cosmology offered by Skywoman is one in which humans
are part of the world, not one in which ownership of the planet is given to
humans. Perhaps reframing the idea of apocalypse and of the temporal mode
the apocalypse inhabits might allow for a shift in our cosmology, and thus
a shift in the stories that we tell about human relationships with the land
and nonhuman animals, creating an environment more sustainable for us all.
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ABSTRACT

The 2018 edition of the Sami festival Markomeannu elaborated a narrative
about the future of both the environment and society by articulating
fears of an oncoming apocalypse and hopes for Indigenous Sami futures
through a concept presented to festivalgoers via site-specific scenography,
visual narratives, and performances. This essay, addressing the festival
as a site of artistic activism, reveals the conceptual bases and cultural
significance of the festival-plot in relation to Indigenous Sami cosmologies,
the past and the possible future(s) in our time marked by escalating
climate change. I argue that Markomeannu-2018, providing a narrative
about the future in which, amidst the Western societies” dystopic colonial
implosion, Indigenous people thrive, can be regarded as an expression of
Indigenous Futurism. Counterpointing 19"-century theories predicting
the imminent vanishing of Indigenous peoples while positioning the Sami
as modern Indigenous peoples with both a past and a future, this narrative
constitutes an act of empowerment. Sami history and intangible cultural
heritage constituted repositories of meaning whereas a folktale constituted
a framework for the festival-plot while providing an allegorical tool to
read the present.
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INTRODUCTION

Colonial anthropogenic climate change' is increasingly threating the
environment. According to Streeby, the physical and socio-economic
ramifications of climate change will have a particularly destructive impact in
the global South and in what she calls the “South within the North,” ie.
the Arctic and its local Indigenous communities, among them the Sami, the
only recognized Indigenous people of Europe (Guttorm). Climate change is
already damaging the environment in the world’s northernmost regions. Such
dramatic mutations are experienced by young generations bearing witness to
how climate change is altering their ancestors’ worlds in unforeseeable ways.

Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia have partitioned Sapmi, Sami
peoples’ ancestral homeland, since the 16% century. Among the worst
consequences of colonial encroachment, forced conversion to Christianity
led to a gradual loss of Indigenous worldviews and ritual practices.
Albeit highly localized and characterized by significant variations, Sami
worldviews shared some important features: no founder, no scriptural
authority, no codified doctrines; fluidity, adaptability to socio-cultural
changes. Sacred authority came from spirits by revelations in dreams and
states of altered consciousness (Rydving). Indigenous Sami worldviews
were polytheistic and animistic, with humans sharing the world with other-
than-human entities transcending most humans’ perception, their relations
characterized by reciprocity and respect (Helander-Renvall 50-53).

In addition, the Sami developed a profound understanding of nature,
through centuries-old interaction with their surroundings. Experience-
based knowledge of natural phenomena enabled Sami societies to thrive
in the Arctic, perceived by colonial settlers as harsh and inhospitable.
Sami months’ names testify to both Sami’s deep knowledge of the Arctic
environment and its natural cycles and to ancient subsistence activities
depending on such knowledge (Bergman). Ancient Sami societies most
likely had a cyclical or spiralling understanding of time and temporality.
Although influenced by cyclical models, following colonial assimilation
and integration into hegemonic societies, today Sami people live according
to linear understandings of time (Helander and Kailo). Assimilation led

1

In “Indigenous Science (Fiction)” Kyle P Whyte highlights that “anthropogenic
climate change” does not have a clear-cut meaning, encompassing a wide array of human
influences upon the environment: from gradual changes enabling nature’s adaptation to
disruptive settler colonialism. Worst-case scenarios associated with it are those shaped by
colonial/capitalistic encroachment. A distinction between anthropogenic climate change and
colonial-induced climate change demonstrates the intersection of colonialism, capitalism,
industrialization and environmental depletion highlighting how post-apocalyptic Western
narratives revolving around environmental crises’ consequences fail to acknowledge the
connections between colonial violence and climate disaster.
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to many other major structural changes including language shift. Only
a minority of Sami now speak one of the Sami languages (Gaski). Despite
persisting stigmatization, in recent decades scholars and activists have
engaged in language revitalization processes (Pasanen).

However, colonialism persists in subtle forms. Critical analysis
of the impact of mining, windfarms, dams and other forms of land-
grabbing shows that Indigenous (and marginalized) communities suffer
from destructive land-exploitation more than members of hegemonic
cultures do. In Sapmi, these phenomena are widely attested, hindering
Indigenous practices like reindeer-herding, a traditional Sami subsistence
activity based on the management of semi-domesticated reindeer herds
seasonally migrating across the tundra. Reindeer-herding is obstructed
by States’ regulations, increasingly changing ecological conditions and
the expansion of multinationals’ environmentally-destructive activities:
logging, mining, and energy production (hydro-electric dams, windfarms)
along with pollution threatened pastures, forests and settlements, to the
long-term detriment of local habitats and cultural-specific lifestyles.
The multiple manifestations of colonialism have encountered various
forms of resistance: in recent decades, politically-engaged Sami artistic
expressions have prominently articulated Indigenous Sami resistance
against the colonial overtones permeating Nordic societies.

Through the lens of the Markomeannu festival, this paper examines
a Sami response to these challenges. In 2018, Markomeannu engaged with
hopes for, and fears of, what the future might bring. That festival edition
offered its guests a highly articulated plotline implemented through site-
specific art and a 3-day-long participatory performance in which they were
co-opted as actors. The plotline, published on the Markomeannu website,
is set 100 years in the future and foresees the Earth wrecked by climate
change and social inequalities. In this post-apocalyptic scenario, only
Indigenous peoples have managed to preserve nature and culture in isolated
enclaves framed as Indigenous sanctuaries, one of which Gallogieddi,
where Markomeannu takes places.

Site-specific artworks conveyed strong social and environmental
messages grounded in contemporary concerns over the future of Sapmi
while offering an emic perspective over Sami pasts and present. This festival
theme is ascribable to the literary genre of Indigenous Futurism, a theoretical
lens T will use to-address the meanings conveyed by Markomeannu-2118.
The reflections above make Markomeannu-2118 particularly interesting for
this issue of Text Matters because it enables observation of how Indigenous
Sami are trying to make sense of past, present, and future challenges
deriving from anthropogenic climate change, socio-economic disparity,
and colonial violence through written, visual and performative arts.

229



230

Erika De Vivo

Furthermore, it offers an emic perspective of Indigenous understanding of
recent Sami history in relation to environmental exploitation on the part
of multinational companies and the Fennoscandinavian States, the latter
seldom publicly perceived as colonial powers exerting violence against local
Indigenous people. Epitomizing Indigenous resilience while embodying
hope, Markomeannu-2118 symbolizes Indigenous creativity and politically-
engaged cultural activism, challenging Western understandings of apocalypse
while calling for action against the potential devastation of climate change.

This article develops themes I addressed in my PhD thesis, for which
I conducted 16-month-long fieldwork (employing qualitative methods
such as semi-structured in-depth interviews and participant observation) in
Sapmi, as a young, female Italian anthropologist. My sources for this essay
include interviews with the Markomeannu-2018 CEO and written and/or
visual material from the festival, as well as my own fieldwork observations
while a volunteer at Markomeannu-2118.

INDIGENOUS FUTURISM, A BRIEF OVERVIEW

Scholars (see Whyte, “Indigenous Science (Fiction)”; Trexler) agree
that Indigenous Futurism—a term coined by Indigenous scholar Grace
Dillon—constitutes a powerful means for imagining a future that, albeit
devastated by colonial anthropogenic climate change, allows Indigenous
peoples not only to survive but to thrive. Dillon developed Indigenous
Futurism from “Afrofuturism,” a cultural- philosophical movement
analyzing the intersection of technology and African diasporic cultural
expressions. Grounded in postcolonial theory, Afrofuturism encompasses
understandings of history, time and temporality diverging from Western
ones, speculating about realities in which Black identities are normative
rather than marginalized. Built upon these premises, Indigenous Futurism
articulates Indigenous perspectives of not only the future but also the
past and present. Counteracting Indigenous absence from mainstream
speculative genres (Medak-Saltzman; Streeby), Indigenous Futurism
offers a means of projecting Indigenous peoples not just as individuals but
as communities in the future, providing a way of counteracting Western
narratives, rooted in nineteenth-century positivist social sciences that
excluded Indigenous peoples from the future, thus making this movement
an act of resistance against colonialism.

In Indigenous-sensitive scientific literature, this aspect is often
framed through an intergenerational approach highlighting that the
authors’ present is past generations’ future and their lifespan is their
descendants’ past (Claisse and Delvenne; Medak-Saltzman; Streeby),
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as Whyte explains in his 2017 article: “Our Ancestors’ Dystopia Now:
Indigenous Conservation and the Anthropocene.” Whyte emphasizes
that devastating features associated with apocalypse in Western cultures
are familiar to Indigenous peoples worldwide: many Indigenous societies
have already experienced socio-cultural apocalypses in the past and are
still living in their aftermath. Apocalypse concerns the future as much
as the past (Horton 60) while also being lived in the present: radical
relocation and concurrent cultural disintegration, often accentuated
by the disruption of relations with non-human entities connected with
ancestral homelands, meant “lost access to a culturally or economically
significant plant(s) or animal(s) due to colonial domination” (Whyte,
“Indigenous Science (Fiction)” 226). These animals or plants were not
just inaccessible but as if extinct, a situation evoking Western post-
apocalyptic scenarios.

BRIDGING TEMPORALITIES: MARKOMEANNU-2118

Today, Markomeannu is a well-established musical and cultural pan-Sami
festival held on the premises of the Gallogieddi Sami open-air museum.
Attended mostly, but not exclusively, by Sami, Markomeannu is a venue
for Sami artisans and artists to sell their products and duodji (handicrafts).
Inspired by Sami values—i.e. leaving no traces in nature of one’s passage—
and contemporary environmental concerns, Mairkomeannu aims at
environmental sustainability. Clearly marked recycling and composting
bins encourage waste sorting. Volunteers keep the festival-areas clean
during and after the festival; free fresh water is available; served in
compostable crockery, most of the dishes are locally produced.

In 1999, when it was first held, it was a small-scale event arranged by
the local youth to celebrate their Marka-Sami identity based on small-scale
farming, long stigmatized by Norwegian and hegemonic reindeer-herding
Sami cultures alike. The festival’s name encapsulates its aims: Markomeannu
is a compound noun formed from two North Sami words: Mdrku,
designating the inner areas of the mountainous Stuornjarga peninsula,’
and Meannu, meaning “noise/party” and “riot.” Markomeannu is a party
and a rebellion against cultural oppression in the Marka. Since its early
editions, the festival has been characterized by ethno-political overtones,
often engaging with political debates in Sapmi. Based on these premises, the
theme of Markomeannu-2018 is consistent with the festival’s spirit.

2 Stuornjarga (Norwegian Sapmi) stretches along the border between Skanit/

Skdnland-Tjelsund (Troms-Finnmark) and Evenassi/Evenes (Nordland).
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Although held in late July 2018, Markomeannu was imagined to be taking
place in 2118. The shifting temporality between present and future was the
core of the storyline. Introduced to the public through promotional material
(videos, digital content and short texts) the festival-concept informed
every aspect of the event framing public discussion, seminars, theatrical
performances and art exhibitions. Fusing elements of reality, history, and
Sami non-Christian worldviews, the Markomeannu-2118 plotline was
encapsulated in the following text available on Markomeannu’s webpage:

100 years have passed, and the earth 1s caught in unavoidable darkness. The
year is 2118 and the world is about to collapse in power struggle, nuclear
war, colonization and environmental disasters. The indigenous peoples
have found a way to create their own sanctuaries hidden from the dark
colonial power led by the power-hungry world chancellor Ola Tsjudi. The
Sami peoples’ sanctuary is at Gallogieddi, where they are trying to build
anew world for themselves. The combination of new quantum technology
and the rediscovery of the ancient Sami belief have enabled society to
return pioneers from ancient times. Over the years, much of the Sami
tradition and wisdom have disappeared in the struggle to survive as people.
The pioneers are retrieved from the Saivo (the land of the dead) to assist
in the creation of a peaceful, well-organized society. (Markomeannu-2118)

Here, references to Sami recent history (ancient Sami beliefs being lost as
consequence of cultural assimilation) and concerns for the future merge.
The text describes possible repercussions of colonial anthropogenic climate
change on Earth and human societies 100 years from now. By portraying an
apocalyptic future, the organizers created a transposition of the present by
exacerbating current political dynamics while warning about what might
happen if today’s socio-environmental behaviour does not change. To do
so, as I shall demonstrate, Sami folktales worked as their framework.

Alternating tones characterize the text: gloom and pessimism,
conveying a sense of helplessness, when describing Earth devastated by Ola
Tsjudi, and hope and reassurance in the portrayal of Indigenous enclaves
where nature and Indigenous societies survive. Cultural insiders were aware
of a deeper message—encoded in the names—transcending the dichotomy.
As the text suggest, Sami from all Sapmi gather where Markomeannu takes
place: at Gallogieddi, a backcountry for a long time perceived as marginal
not only by the hegemonic Norwegian society, but also by other Sami
communities (see Skdden, “In the Pendulum’s Embrace”).

> Markomeannu-2018 organizers consulted Sami author Sigbjern Skdden—one of

the festival founders—discussing various aspects of the festival, including the festival-plot.
Sk&den was then working on his 2019 book Fugl, the first sci-fi novel written by a Simi
author.
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OLA TSUD]J: A FUTURE FOE FROM THE PAST

The epithets employed in the festival’s introductory text constitute key
elements for understanding the 2118 festival-plotline. The first character
the reader encounters is the evil Chancellor Ola Tsjudi. This appellation
evokes in Sami audiences a set of emotions grounded in their history and
folklore; whereas the title of chancellor conjures science-fiction scenarios,
echoing the galactic enemy par excellence, the Star Wars series Supreme
Chancellor Palpatine, the name “Ola Tsjudi” is culturally meaningful, as

the then festival CEO explains:

It waskind of a fun reference for us. I’'m on Sapmi’s Norwegian Side. When
a person from the majority talks like a representative for the Norwegian
society, he is an “Ola Nordmann,” or “Ola Norwegian.” ... “Ola” stands
for a prototypical colonizer’s male first name, and then “Tsjudi” was
a hint to the stories about Cudit people that used to raid Sami villages.
We wanted a name that had some fun puns to it, but also with some
historical references that can be played with. We didn’t put a lot of talk
into it, but we wanted it to be a pun. It was a bit funny, even though he
was an evil controlling dictator. (Reinds Nilut)*

In other words, the common Norwegian name Ola has various connotations
while metonymically standing for the stereotypical male Norwegian agent of
the hegemonic colonial society engaged in exploitative actions, be they mining,
logging or damming. The fictional surname Tsjudi bears strong connections
with Sami folklore as it is modelled upon Cudit, the folklore enemies looming
over Sami sizdas (social units). Cultural outsiders—like myself—were able to
grasp Tsjudi’s implicit meanings only if we had previous knowledge of Sami
folktales but Sami festivalgoers immediately identified the Chancellor with
the enemies of their oral tradition. Ironically, the name is reassuring: Sami
are aware that, at least in folktales, their enemies are defeated. This conveys
a message hidden between the lines: the Sami will survive Ola Tsjudi.

In Sami folktales, the “Cudit” are fearsome human foes who plunder
