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Introduction

Richard Polt and Jon Wittrock

Anthropocene: the word has quickly become a byword for what many sense is a turning point in human and planetary history, an urgent new condition. It is surrounded not only by dread but also by curiosity: if we are truly entering an unprecedented and unpredictable epoch, new ways of understanding and dealing with ourselves and our world are bound to emerge in the coming decades and centuries.

The byword that has captured our imagination points to a variety of problems in a variety of fields. First, there are problems of scientific fact, methodology, and nomenclature. The coinage “Anthropocene,” proposed by Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer,1 may or may not be officially accepted by the geophysical sciences; this is, to some extent, a semantic issue. But, regardless of what we should call our current condition, scientists have mobilized to understand the complex and varied effects of human activity on our planet and to provide predictions and practical advice insofar as they can.

There are also, of course, technical problems that face us in the Anthropocene. How can we accelerate the shift to green energy? What can we do to conserve species and remediate environmental damage? Can appropriate technologies enable the planet to sustain seven billion people (and counting) in the long run?

And there are thorny political problems: whereas the drama of politics used to be played out against the backdrop of a natural world that was assumed to be stable and cyclical, the climate is now swiftly changing while politics is failing to respond quickly enough. At the time of this writing, the United States has withdrawn from the Paris Agreement, which may itself have come too late in any case to avert catastrophic effects of climate change. As the glaciers melt, the pace of politics seems slower than glacial—subject as it is to the cyclical alternations of left and right, the inefficiency of democratic processes, the pressure of corporate interests, and the difficulties of changing the direction of the entire modern way of life.2

Art, literature, history, and the humanities at large are challenged to respond in their own ways to the Anthropocene by drawing on the accumulated reserve of human meanings and experiences to make sense of our new relationship to our planet.3 Religion and theology must also come to terms with the challenge that this new period poses to conceptions of humanity, the world, and the divine.4

What do philosophers—these often ignored, quarreling theorizers—have to contribute to these issues? Are they irrelevant? In fact, it can be argued that they have a special responsibility to participate in the discussion. Like every major phenomenon, the Anthropocene demands to be understood philosophically; furthermore, modern philosophy was itself a major contributor to the rise of modern technology and thus to the dramatic transformation of the earth. The methods and distinctions of thinkers such as Descartes can be credited, but also blamed, for humanity’s accelerated ability to analyze and alter its environment. More broadly, the philosophical aspiration to transcend the particular by rationally investigating essences eventually led to the universalizing theories of nature and humanity that have, in the modern age, dissolved former ecosystems and traditions. Thus, beyond the task of understanding the Anthropocene and its roots, philosophers may have a responsibility to ask whether there is anything that they, as philosophers, can do. Can we affect the future for the better?

This is not the first volume to examine the Anthropocene from philosophical perspectives.5 But, as Byron Williston puts it in his contribution to this collection, “We simply need more philosophers thinking about the Anthropocene. Given the gravity of our situation, it is frankly amazing that this desideratum is not more widely appreciated in our discipline.” Furthermore, our collection has several distinctive features. First, we have challenged ourselves to think on the scale that the coming of the Anthropocene demands: a perspective that takes into account the entire history of philosophy and the history of the earth itself. The task requires ambition and risk. If we are really entering an unprecedented epoch, we must try to think radically and widely. The chapters in this volume make bold claims and try to imagine new possibilities. We have focused less on concrete, short-term recommendations than on exploratory ideas that may stimulate new directions. We thus accept the full (and daunting) scope of the tasks that philosophy has traditionally been assigned: to offer holistic views of history and the contemporary world, to critically scrutinize fundamental assumptions of other disciplines and within society at large, to venture into new areas of questioning (which may later develop into more precise sciences or areas of concrete inventions), and to offer new and arresting concepts, investigating their implications and visualizing unexpected connections.

This does not necessarily entail that those engaged in such practices are consistently labeled “philosophers” or work within academia; conversely, not every academic philosopher engages in “philosophy” as understood previously. Our discussions thus spill out past any narrowly defined conventions of philosophical research. The current predicament calls for a wide variety of approaches that draw on the entire available range of options for thought and even try to extend that range. Thus, our readers will find discussions not only of Plato and Descartes but also of the Mayan Popol Vuh, Sophocles’s Antigone, the Upanishads, and the Odyssey.

As these examples suggest, we are convinced that ancient sources remain relevant to the present and future. Karl Jaspers argued that world-changing philosophical and religious movements such as Confucianism, Buddhism, Hebrew prophecy, and Greek philosophy flourished across Eurasian civilizational or cultural spaces in an “Axial Age” in the first millennium BC, a hinge upon which history turned.6 (A more detailed account of Jaspers’s theory is provided by Amos Nascimento and John Michael Greer in their contributions to this volume.) We may distinguish between this “Axial Age” as a chronologically (and spatially) delimited epoch of human history and wider “axial” traits that have been and remain operative beyond these boundaries—thus, first, those traditions that can be traced to the Axial Age have of course not remained static but are in constant development, and, second, new traditions have emerged that are heavily influenced by an Axial heritage, Islam being the most obvious example. We may also question to what extent those axial traditions discussed by Jaspers and subsequent thinkers are alike or different and wonder how much of the perceived novelty of their innovations is due to our ability to read them and to trace their impact historically.7 Nevertheless, it is doubtlessly the case that axial conceptual figures remain influential today, and it is a characteristic mark of our axial forebears that we still, in a sense, relate to them as contemporaries: there are still Buddhists and Christians; people still seriously debate Plato and Aristotle; and nobody considers it very strange that we discuss, say, to what an extent Marxist narratives of history, or claims about human rights, have been inspired by Jewish and Christian traditions. Needless to say, we would exaggerate if we were to simply agree with one scholar who stated, regarding the Axial Age, that “no really new ideas have been added since that time.”8 Still, contemporary normative and descriptive debates relate to our axial heritage just as—to paraphrase Walter Benjamin—a blotting pad is related to ink: they are saturated with it.9

Furthermore, regardless of whether we accept the details of Jaspers’s analysis and his terminology, it seems that the human species now faces a turning point, a global crisis that challenges us to find deep sources of meaning and purpose. Axial traditions can help us find those sources—whether we try to retrieve ancient ideas by adapting them to our new situation or try to develop new ideas through confrontations with the ancients.10 What we must not do is simply assume that our established conceptual systems are up to the task of thinking through the Anthropocene, as if they were not laden with a history that is entangled with the rise of modern science, technology, and industry. It has not been possible for this volume to address all the major axial traditions nor do all our chapters focus on exploring them, but all our contributors agree that it is against the backdrop of millennia of cultural history that humanity is now facing the planet-wide effects of its growth and activities. Axial echoes resound through global space. Indeed, one of the major points of bringing up Jaspers’s contested notion is that it immediately emphasizes that the Anthropocene is becoming the new “axis” on which the entire globe turns. We are called to respond to this development in a global space that transcends previous cultural boundaries—through technological and communicative integration as well as through the ongoing industrialization of the world, which has brought so many blessings and so many risks.

The axial legacy has always been ambiguous, and it remains so in the Anthropocene. Axial traditions conceptualized divisions between an immanent domain, or a world of the senses, and a transcendent domain, which provides an ultimate orientation for the former, and the promise of salvation or liberation from its woes. These traits in turn gave rise to competing paths to salvation, and if axial traditions transcended previous cultural boundaries, they also gave rise to new ones. In the words of Paul, “We were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.”11 This, however, neither entailed the liberation of slaves nor did it prevent later conflicts within the emerging Church, between different churches, or between Christians and others. In the contemporary world, human rights and hopes for a cosmopolitan development have been evoked to transcend existing political and cultural boundaries, and proposals have also been made to extend the circle of moral and legal concern to all human beings, as well as other organisms that inhabit our threatened global biosphere. Yet the tensions between different paths to salvation, as it were, are alive, whether that salvation is ultimately tied to a transcendent realm or exclusively to our own world and its future. Nevertheless, the very ability to think critically and comprehensively, and to contrast our own world and its perceived problems to a radically different alternative, could be seen as one of the core contributions of axial thinking.

Readers will find that several figures, in particular, recur in our chapters. Plato and Aristotle are present as the greatest representatives of ancient Greek thought. Bacon and Descartes are present as advocates of a new, technologically powerful philosophy promising and foreseeing, to use a Baconian phrase, an “empire of man” over nature. Heidegger provides a sweeping vision of history, a critique of technological understanding, and a conception of the “world” as a field of meaningful disclosure that is threatened by the pervasive tendency to take an instrumental stance toward reality as a whole. That is, we face not only threats that would have been equally familiar to the people of the Axial Age—interhuman violence, cruelty, and oppression—but also the threat of a kind of “violence” of humanity over reality: the reduction of all beings, space, and time to a reserve of resources.

Our contributors are sensitive to concerns that are typical of so-called continental philosophy. In particular, we are aware that theoretical developments are embedded in a larger life-world, to use Husserl’s term.12 Thus, science, technology, and philosophy always have a history and are part of broader cultural trends, including religion and politics. They are also the creations of living and mortal animals, who may need to rediscover their corporeality and their limits.13 Furthermore, against a narrowly logical conception of philosophy, we believe that emotions and moods, such as terror or anxiety, are not just subjective reactions, but valuable opportunities for thinking about our situation. If there was ever a properly terrifying moment, it is this juncture when we are starting to be besieged by human-influenced climatic disasters and we glimpse far greater upheavals in the not-too-distant future.

Many authors in this collection develop what could be called a critical distance from natural science and technology. This does not mean that we deny the correctness of scientific findings or the utility of technological inventions—in fact, both are of course crucial in understanding and responding to the current ecological challenges. However, we try to reflect on the roots of science and technology, their place in human culture, their advantages and disadvantages, and their meaning. Science and technology have limits, and they form part of broader human pursuits and concerns that can only partially be framed in rational, explicit terms. As John Michael Greer puts it in his chapter, drawing on the work of Michael Polanyi, “Every verbal statement of knowledge depends on a substructure of tacit, personal knowledge which cannot be communicated in verbal form.” The Anthropocene touches many of these tacit issues that cannot be satisfactorily addressed through technoscientific means alone; they require philosophical and historical reflections that remain aware of their limits. To abandon philosophy and attempt to replace it with science would mean losing critical perspective and eliminating an indispensable kind of thinking.

Furthermore, while science and technology can make clearly defined progress in some regards, it may well be that philosophy is challenged to return perpetually to its beginnings and to the most basic issues—and the ideal of progress may be one of the presuppositions of modernity that philosophy must call into question. An unthinking insistence on progress may block the arrival of genuinely new ideas, phenomena, and ways of life.

*

The challenge of living appropriately on a shared planet could be described as the task of environmental cosmopolitanism—a concept that Amos Nascimento explores in our opening chapter. Drawing on the multicultural and intercultural plurality proposed by Jaspers, Nascimento recognizes that a variety of worldviews can provide guidance to environmental actions. This plurality can lead to a global perspective, not necessarily through a top-down approach or state-centric institutions, but rather as a reflection on concrete communicative experiences related to particular contexts around the world with different environmental cultures. Cosmopolitan forms of collective environmental responsibility in the Anthropocene can help us address global anthropogenic climate change and environmental injustices. In preparation for such a development, Nascimento provides a broad overview of the conceptual and phenomenal characteristics of the Anthropocene and of many relevant philosophical ideas that we should keep in view.

John Michael Greer also revisits Jaspers and takes a fresh look at the Axial Age, the period when theoretical thought rose to prominence in several centers of civilization. Greer points out that the spread of literacy is probably responsible for this flourishing, as well as for a tendency to value abstract thought over concrete experience and to believe that there can be “an explicit philosophical account of the entirety of the world.” This faith has been “a profoundly mixed blessing” in the modern age, all too often bringing with it a narrowly rationalistic conception of thought and of human progress. Now, Greer proposes, we should reassess the heritage of philosophy in a search for healthier and more sustainable ways of thinking. We may also need to look past philosophy itself and the “abstract intellect” in search of appropriate ways to dwell on the earth.

Timothy Sean Quinn examines the transition from ancient philosophy, which took contemplation as its highest task, to the philosophy inaugurated by Bacon, which understands nature for the sake of mastering it and improving the human condition—a project that led, within a few centuries, to the radical transformation of the planet and to a cultural crisis that is powerfully expressed by Nietzsche. Quinn proposes that we must “reconsider the project of liberation from nature in order to correct our relationship both to nature and to liberation.” Modern philosophy voids nature of intrinsic purposes, but such purposes may be rediscovered if we can transcend the quest to manipulate nature and once again devote ourselves to understanding it. Freedom may then become a liberation by nature and not from nature. This does not mean a return to Aristotelian doctrine or to some fantastic prelapsarian state, but the revival of philosophy as a way of life that acknowledges human finitude while looking beyond it.

Richard Polt’s chapter explores the ancient philosophical desire to grasp the essence or eidos of things and links this “eidetic eros” to the threefold process of “liquidation” in the Anthropocene—the dissolution of nature into resources, belongings into wealth, and truth into information. Polt argues that liquidation is, in part, an effect of the Cartesian method of understanding natural objects by analyzing them into simple, quantifiable elements—a method that destroys the “integrity” of things and allows them to be reconstructed in accordance with human will. Descartes’s vision of the essence of nature is a modern form of the eidetic eros, which thus bears some responsibility for the Anthropocene. But this eidetic impulse should not be abandoned; if we apply it to appreciating plural and emergent essences, it can contribute to an “integrative resistance” that counters the liquidating trends.

Gregory Fried considers the Axial Age as a confrontation between a view of humanity that is rooted in family, tribe, and custom and a view that finds humanity in the ability to transcend particularity in order to recognize what is universal and shared. The Axial Age (as Greer also argues) represented the victory of the universal over the particular, at least in theory. In the Anthropocene, the world is being increasingly homogenized by this universalism, in the form of technological globalism; we now face a choice between the finitude of traditional human existence and the transcendence promised by the potential to master nature and transform human nature itself. Fried argues that a rejuvenation of philosophy in its Socratic form, as a “skeptical idealism,” is humanity’s best hope for preserving “the combination of situated finitude and transcendent universalism that most properly makes us human.”

Perhaps we could begin to reestablish a balance by rediscovering our own animal condition. Luce Irigaray thus proposes that in order to develop a new, ecologically appropriate way of life we must become neither merely masters of nature nor its presumed caretakers, but participants in the living world—thanks to being faithful to ourselves as living beings (and thus as sexuate) and respecting our difference from other living beings. Our own natural needs for good air and food already imply a way of life quite different from that which has become the norm in industrialized society. Yet Western culture, she argues—including Western philosophy and its predominant kind of discourse—has failed to do justice to the living nature of human beings themselves, including both our needs and our desires. Philosophy should not “aim to master the strength of instinct,” but should draw vital energy from “our physical belonging,” including the sexual desires that transcend our needs and connect us to the world and other living beings. To acknowledge our bodies and our possible way to be integrated in the natural world would be more rational, Irigaray writes, than to objectify and exploit the earth. This healthier way of life would provide the basis for proper education, culture, and language.

Michael Marder also reflects on what it means to reintegrate ourselves into the earth’s ecology. He proposes that in a time of ecological devastation, philosophers must rethink the oikos or home. What does it mean to be at home
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