
THE FIRST THREAD

Each outcry from the hunted Hare
A fibre from the Brain does tear

What is happening?

The field had already been “opened” . . . a lane a few feet wide 
had been hand-cut through the wheat along the whole cir-
cumference of the field for the first passage of the horses and 
machine.

Two groups, one of men and lads, the other of women, had 
come down the lane just at the hour when the shadows of the 
eastern hedge-top struck the west hedge midway, so that the 
heads of the groups were enjoying sunrise while their feet were 
still in the dawn . . . 

Presently there arose from within a ticking like the love-
making of the grasshopper. The machine had begun, and a mov-
ing concatenation of three horses and the aforesaid long rickety 
machine was visible over the gate. . . . Along one side of the field 
the whole wain went, the arms of the mechanical reaper revolv-
ing slowly . . . 

The narrow lane of stubble encompassing the field grew 
wider with each circuit, and the standing corn was reduced to 
a smaller area as the morning wore on. Rabbits, hares, snakes, 
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rats, mice, retreated inwards as into a fastness, unaware of the 
ephemeral nature of their refuge, and of the doom that awaited 
them later in the day when, their covert shrinking to a more and 
more horrible narrowness, they were huddled together . .  . till 
the last few yards of upright wheat fell also under the teeth of 
the unerring reaper, and they were every one put to death by the 
sticks and stones of the harvesters.

The reaping-machine left the fallen corn behind it in little 
heaps, each heap being of the quantity for a sheaf; and upon 
these the active binders in the rear laid their hands—mainly 
women, but some of them men . . . 

[The women] were the most interesting of this company of 
binders, by reason of the charm which is acquired by woman 
when she becomes part and parcel of outdoor nature.  .  .  . A 
field-man is a personality afield; a field-woman is a portion of 
the field; she had somehow lost her own margin . . . and assimi-
lated herself with it.

 . . . There was one wearing a pale pink jacket . . . 
Her binding proceeds with clock-like monotony. From the 

sheaf last finished she draws a handful of ears, patting their tips 
with her left palm to bring them even. Then, stooping low, she 
moves forward, gathering the corn with both hands against her 
knees, and pushing her left gloved hand under the bundle to 
meet the right on the other side, holding the corn in an embrace 
like that of a lover. She brings the ends of the bond together, 
and kneels on the sheaf while she ties it, beating back her skirts 
now and then when lifted by the breeze. A bit of her naked arm 
is visible .  .  . and as the day wears on its feminine smoothness 
becomes scarified by the stubble and bleeds.1

It’s the machine age, yet uncannily it isn’t: it’s fields and wheat. Or 
are the fields already a kind of machine? People appear as machine-
like components, legs, clothing, arms, and hands moving. Tess of the 
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D’Urbervilles, a fictional farming girl from 1891, appears as if she were 
a piece of a gigantic device, yet she also as a human individual, exem-
plifying a weird contradiction between being and appearing.2 See-
ing this contradiction, enabled by the machination of steam engines 
and Kantian code, forces us to think a far, far older machination, still 
churning. A twelve-thousand-year structure, a structure that seems so 
real we call it Nature. The slowest and perhaps most effective weapon 
of mass destruction yet devised.3

What is dark ecology?4 It is ecological awareness, dark-depressing. 
Yet ecological awareness is also dark-uncanny. And strangely it is 
dark-sweet. Nihilism is always number one in the charts these days. 
We usually don’t get past the first darkness, and that’s if we even care. 
In this book we are going to try to get to the third darkness, the sweet 
one, through the second darkness, the uncanny one. Do not be afraid.

What thinks dark ecology? Ecognosis, a riddle. Ecognosis is like 
knowing, but more like letting be known. It is something like coexist-
ing. It is like becoming accustomed to something strange, yet it is also 
becoming accustomed to strangeness that doesn’t become less strange 
through acclimation. Ecognosis is like a knowing that knows itself. 
Knowing in a loop—a weird knowing. Weird from the Old Norse urth, 
meaning twisted, in a loop.5 The Norns entwine the web of fate with 
itself; Urðr is one of the Norns.6 The term weird can mean causal: the 
winding of the spool of fate. The less well-known noun weird means 
destiny or magical power and, by extension, the wielders of that power, 
the Fates or Norns.7 In this sense weird is connected with worth, not 
the noun but the verb, which has to do with happening or becoming.8

Weird: a turn or twist or loop, a turn of events. The milk turned sour. 
She had a funny turn. That weather was a strange turn-up for the book. 
Yet weird can also mean strange of appearance.9 That storm cloud looks 
so weird. She is acting weird. The milk smells weird. Global weirding.

In the term weird there flickers a dark pathway between causality 
and the aesthetic dimension, between doing and appearing, a pathway  
that dominant Western philosophy has blocked and suppressed. We 
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shall be traveling down this pathway because it provides an exit route 
from the machinelike functioning of Tess’s field. Now the thing about 
seeming is that seeming is never quite as it seems. Dark Ecology is going 
to argue that appearance is always strange. We discern yet another 
pathway, a route between the term weird and the term faerie.10 Faerie 
also comes from a word for fate and suggests a “supernatural” illusion-
like magical appearance as well as a kind of “unearthly” realm:

weird << urth (Norse) = Norn = twisting fate = fatum (Latin) 
>> fay >> faerie

Though the web of fate is so often invoked in tragedy, that default 
agricultural mode, words such as weird and faerie evoke the animistic 
world within the concept of the web of fate itself. The dark shimmer-
ing of faerie within fate is a symptom of what Dark Ecology is going to 
attempt. We are going to try to see how we Mesopotamians have never 
left the Dreaming. So little have we moved that even when we thought 
we were awakening we had simply gathered more tools for understand-
ing that this was in fact a lucid dream, even better than before.

Weird weirdness. Ecological awareness is weird: it has a twisted, loop-
ing form. Since there is no limit to the scope of ecological beings (bio-
sphere, solar system), we can infer that all things have a loop form. 
Ecological awareness is a loop because human interference has a loop 
form, because ecological and biological systems are loops. And ulti-
mately this is because to exist at all is to assume the form of a loop. 
The loop form of beings means we live in a universe of finitude and 
fragility, a world in which objects are suffused with and surrounded 
by mysterious hermeneutical clouds of unknowing. It means that the 
politics of coexistence are always contingent, brittle, and flawed, so 
that in the thinking of interdependence at least one being must be 
missing. Ecognostic jigsaws are never complete.
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What kind of weirdness are we talking about? Weird weirdness. 
Weird means strange of appearance; weirdness means the turning of 
causality. Let's focus this idea by thinking about the many kinds of eco-
logical loops. There are positive feedback loops that escalate the potency  
of the system in which they are operating. Antibiotics versus bacte-
ria. Farmers versus soil, creating the Dust Bowl in the Midwestern 
United States in the 1930s. Such loops are common in human “com-
mand and control” approaches to environmental management, and 
they result in damage to ecosystems.11 Some of them are unintended: 
consider the decimation of bees in the second decade of the twenty-
first century brought on by the use of pesticides that drastically cur-
tail pollination.12 Such unintended consequences are weirdly weird in 
the sense that they are uncanny, unexpected fallout from the myth of 
progress: for every seeming forward motion of the drill bit there is a 
backward gyration, an asymmetrical contrary motion.

Then there are the negative feedback loops that cool down the 
intensity of positive feedback loops. Think of thermostats and James 
Lovelock’s Gaia. There are phasing loops. We encounter them in beings 
such as global warming, beings that are temporally smeared in such 
a way that they come in and out of phase with human temporality. 
(This book is going to call it global warming, not climate change.)13

Yet there is another loop, the dark-ecological loop: a strange loop. 
A strange loop is one in which two levels that appear utterly separate 
flip into one another. Consider the dichotomy between moving and 
being still. In Lewis Carroll’s haunting story, Alice tries to leave the 
Looking Glass House. She sets off through the front garden, yet she 
finds herself returning to the front door via that very movement.14 A 
strange loop is weirdly weird: a turn of events that has an uncanny 
appearance. And this defines emerging ecological awareness occur-
ring to “civilized” people at this moment.

Two kinds of weird: a turning and a strange appearing, and a third 
kind, the weird gap between the two. The Anthropocene names two 
levels we usually think are distinct: geology and humanity. Since the 
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late eighteenth century humans have been depositing layers of carbon 
in Earth’s crust. In 1945 there occurred the Great Acceleration of the 
Anthropocene, marked by a huge data spike in the graph of human 
involvement in Earth systems. The Anthropocene binds together 
human history and geological time in a strange loop, weirdly weird. 
Consider how personal this can get. There you were, shoveling coal 
into your steam engine, that great invention patented in 1784 that 
Marx hails as the driver of industrial capitalism. The very same 
machine that Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer hail as the instiga-
tor of the Anthropocene.15 The year 1784 is not the earliest date for 
a steam engine patent, but the language of the 1784 patent describes 
the engine as a general-purpose machine that can be connected to 
any other machine in order to power it. This general-purpose quality 
enables the industrial turn.

There you are, turning the ignition of your car. And it creeps up 
on you. You are a member of a massively distributed thing. This 
thing is called species. Yet the difference between the weirdness of 
my ignition key twist and the weirdness of being a member of the 
human species is itself weird. Every time I start my car or steam 
engine I don’t mean to harm Earth, let alone cause the Sixth Mass 
Extinction Event in the four-and-a-half billion-year history of life 
on this planet.16 (Disturbingly, the most severe extinction so far in 
Earth history, the End-Permian Extinction, was very likely caused 
by global warming.)17 Furthermore, I’m not harming Earth! My key 
turning is statistically meaningless. In an individual sense this turn 
isn’t weird at all.

But go up a level and something very strange happens. When I 
scale up these actions to include billions of key turnings and billions 
of coal shovelings, harm to Earth is precisely what is happening. I 
am responsible as a member of this species for the Anthropocene. 
Of course I am formally responsible to the extent that I understand 
global warming. That’s all you actually need to be responsible for 
something. You understand that this truck is going to hit that man? 
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You are responsible for that man. Yet in this case formal responsibility 
is strongly reinforced by causal responsibility. I am the criminal. And 
I discover this via scientific forensics. Just like in noir fiction: I’m the 
detective and the criminal! I’m a person. I’m also part of an entity 
that is now a geophysical force on a planetary scale.18

The darkness of ecological awareness is the darkness of noir, which 
is a strange loop: the detective is a criminal. In a strong version of 
noir the narrator is implicated in the story: two levels that normally 
don’t cross, that some believe structurally can’t cross. We “civilized” 
people, we Mesopotamians, are the narrators of our destiny. Ecologi-
cal awareness is that moment at which these narrators find out that 
they are the tragic criminal.

And what an astonishing reversal, what a twist or as Aristotle says 
about tragic downfalls, what a peripeteia—which technically is the 
moment at which a runner turns around a post in an ancient Greek 
stadium. A turn, a twist—something weird. What an astounding 
upsetting of our modern and postmodern fictions about the human 
and “the West.” There are so many fictions that enumerating them all 
would take too long: just consider a central one having to do with our 
thoughts about where we live, the planet we inhabit. We have been 
telling ourselves that homogeneous empty “space” has conquered 
localized, particular “place.” We are either the kind of person who 
thinks that the category of place is a quaint antique or we are the kind 
of person who thinks that the category is worth preserving because it 
is antique.19 In a certain way, we are the same kind of person.

Many have pronounced the death of place since the 1970s. In 
literary studies the announcement has gone hand in hand with the 
language of textuality versus speech.20 Our habitual talk pits speech 
(presence, villages, the organic, slow time, traditions) against tex-
tuality (dissolution, speed, modern, and postmodern technocul-
tures). Yet the coordinates are terribly out of date. In a twist no 
one saw coming (because we weren’t looking outside the human), 
space has by no means conquered place. That postmodern meme 
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was simply a late symptom of the modern myth of transcending 
one’s material conditions.

Exactly the opposite has occurred. From the standpoint of the gen-
uinely post-modern ecological era, what has collapsed is (the fantasy 
of empty, smooth) space.21 “Space” has revealed itself as the conve-
nient fiction of white Western imperialist humans, just as relativity 
theory revealed Euclidean geometry to be a small human-flavored 
region of a much more liquid Gaussian spacetime. The Euclidean 
concept that space is a container with straight lines is good enough 
to be getting on with if you want to voyage around the coast of Africa 
to reach the Spice Islands. Space in this sense has collapsed, and place 
has emerged in its truly monstrous uncanny dimension, which is 
to say its nonhuman dimension. How? Now that the globalization 
dust has settled and the global warming data is in, we humans find 
ourselves on a very specific planet with a specific biosphere. It’s not 
Mars. It is planet Earth. Our sense of planet is not a cosmopolitan 
rush but rather the uncanny feeling that there are all kinds of places 
at all kinds of scale: dinner table, house, street, neighborhood, Earth, 
biosphere, ecosystem, city, bioregion, country, tectonic plate. More-
over and perhaps more significantly: bird’s nest, beaver’s dam, spider 
web, whale migration pathway, wolf territory, bacterial microbiome. 
And these places, as in the concept of spacetime, are inextricably 
bound up with different kinds of timescale: dinner party, family gen-
eration, evolution, climate, (human) “world history,” DNA, lifetime, 
vacation, geology; and again the time of wolves, the time of whales, 
the time of bacteria.

So many intersecting places, so many scales, so many nonhumans. 
Place now has nothing to do with good old reliable constancy. What 
has dissolved is the idea of constant presence: the myth that something 
is real insofar as it is consistently, constantly “there.” The concept 
space was always a constant-presencing machine for making things 
appear consistent and solid, to make them easier to colonize, enslave, 
and plunder. Constant presence was part of an anthropocentric  
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colonization protocol. The planetary awareness vaguely imagined by 
white Western humans in fantasies about Spice Islands and global 
trade is now upon us, and it has nothing to do with the rush of deter-
ritorialization, of finding oneself unbound and unhinged.22 It is 
almost the opposite. One finds oneself on the insides of much bigger 
places than those constituted by humans. Whose place is it anyway?

It is space that has turned out to be the anthropocentric concept, 
now that we are able to think it without a myth of constant pres-
ence. Celebrations of deracination and nostalgia for the old ways are 
both fictional. It is as obvious to any indigenous culture as it now is 
to anyone with data sets about global warming that these were stories 
white Westerners were telling themselves, two sides of the same story 
in fact. The ecological era is the revenge of place, but it’s not your 
grandfather’s place. This isn’t some organic village we find ourselves 
in, nor indeed a city-state surrounded by fields.

Place has a strange loop form because place deeply involves time. 
Place doesn’t stay still, but bends and twists: place is a twist you can’t 
iron out of the fabric of things. When you are near your destination 
you can sometimes feel quite disoriented. You may enhance the mag-
nification on Google Maps to make sure you are really there. The local 
is far from the totally known or knowable. It is familiar, which also 
means that it is uncanny (German, heimisch, “familiar” and “unfa-
miliar,” “intimate” and “monstrous” at the same time). Nearness 
does not mean obviousness: just ask someone looking at a dust mite 
down a scanning electron microscope. When massive entities such 
as the human species and global warming become thinkable, they 
grow near. They are so massively distributed we can’t directly grasp 
them empirically. We vaguely sense them out of the corner of our eye 
while seeing the data in the center of our vision. These “hyperobjects” 
remind us that the local is in fact the uncanny.23 Space evaporates. The 
nice clean box has melted. We are living on a Gaussian sphere where 
parallel lines do indeed meet. The empty void of space and the rush of 
infinity have been unmasked as parochial paradigms.
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The holism in which the whole is greater than sum of its parts 
depends on some (false) concept of smooth, homogeneous universal-
ity or space or infinity. It depends, in short, on a Euclidean anthro-
pocentric geometry. Since they do not fit into the quaint category 
of space, what hyperobjects reveal to us humans is that the whole is 
always weirdly less than the sum of its parts. Take the new cities spring-
ing up, megacities such as Houston. For architects and urban planners, 
megacities are hard to conceptualize: where do they start and stop? 
Can one even point to them in a straightforward way? And isn’t it 
strange that entities so obviously gigantic and so colossally influential 
on their surroundings and economies worldwide should be so hard to 
point to? The fact that we can’t point to megacities is deeply because 
we’ve been looking in the wrong place for wholes. We keep wondering 
when the pieces will add up to something much greater. But now that 
we are truly aware of the global (as in global warming), we know that a 
megacity is a place among places, that is to say a finitude that contains 
all kinds of other finitudes, fragile and contingent. Like Doctor Who’s 
time-and-space-traveling, the TARDIS, it's bigger on the inside than 
it is on the outside. Places contain multitudes.

And this has a retroactive corrosive effect. There never was a con-
stantly present, easy to identify whole, because there was never a 
general, homogeneous space box. When you look back at the earliest 
city-states such as Damascus, you end up seeing the same thing as the 
megacities: uncertain boundaries, centers that never quite establish 
themselves as centers . . . why? Is it just a case of historical projection? 
Or is it rather because the city and the city-state are major symptoms 
of a gigantic elephant in the room, the elephant that eventually caused 
globalization, with its global warming and its ironic by-product,  
awareness of global warming?

An inconvenient Anthropocene. Not all of us are ready to feel suffi-
ciently creeped out. Not a day goes by recently without some humani-
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ties scholars becoming quite exercised about the term Anthropocene, 
which has arisen at a most inconvenient moment. Anthropocene 
might sound to posthumanists like an anthropocentric symptom of 
a sclerotic era. Others may readily recall the close of Foucault’s The 
Order of Things: “man” is like a face drawn in sand, eventually wiped 
away by the ocean tides.24 What a weirdly prescient image of global 
warming, with its rising sea levels and underwater government meet-
ings.25 But how ironic—how strangely looped. There we were, hap-
pily getting on with the obliteration business, when Anthropocene 
showed up. The human returns at a geological level far deeper than 
sand. Give a posthumanist a break! This is also an inconvenient truth 
for those convinced that any hint of talk about reality smacks of reac-
tionary fantasy, a bullying, know-nothing kick of a pebble.

The Sixth Mass Extinction Event: caused by the Anthropocene, 
caused by humans. Not jellyfish; not dolphins; not coral. The panic 
seems more than a little disingenuous given what we know about 
global warming, and given what we humanities scholars think we like 
to say about the role of humans in creating it, as opposed to, say, Pat 
Robertson or UKIP (the UK Independence Party). A Fredric Jameson  
might smile somewhat ruefully at the dialectic of scholars refusing 
the very concept of reality and big pictures, while global megacorpo-
rations frack in their backyards.

The ocean’s silver screen. The trouble with global warming is that 
one can’t just palm it off on a particular group of humans or insist 
that the Sixth Mass Extinction Event is just another construct. The 
humanities have persistently argued, via Foucault via Heidegger or 
Nietzsche or Marx via Hegel via Kant, that there are no accessible 
things in themselves, only thing-positings or thingings of Dasein or 
thing discourses or things posited by the history of spirit or will or 
(human) economic relations. Only things insofar as they correlate to 
some version of the (human) subject, which is why this thinking is 
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called correlationist.26 But the screen on which these correlations are 
projected isn’t blank after all. It consists of unique, discrete entities 
with a “life” of their own no matter whether a (human) subject has 
opened the epistemological refrigerator door to check them. Some 
entities violently treated as blank screens are overwhelming human 
being itself, as what the insurance industry calls acts of God turn out 
to be acts of humans as a geophysical force.

Foucault’s face in the sand depicts the regime of power-knowledge 
that begins in 1800, another strange turn of events. Eighteen hun-
dred is the moment of the steam engine, engine of the Anthropo-
cene. Eighteen hundred is also the moment of Hume and Kant, who 
inaugurated correlationism. Hume argued that cause and effect were 
mental constructs based on interpretations of data: hence the statisti-
cal methods of modern science. Which is why global warming deniers 
and tobacco companies are able to say, with something like a straight 
face, that “no one has ever proved” that humans caused global warm-
ing or that smoking causes cancer.

In the same way a post-Humean person can't claim that this bul-
let she is going to fire into my head at point-blank range is going 
to kill me. She can say that it’s 99.9 percent likely, which is actually  
better since saying so relies only on data, not on metaphysical factoids 
culled from Aristotelian arguments about final causes. Thus the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) makes it more and 
more clear that humans have caused global warming, but they need 
to express this as a statistic: as I’m writing it’s at 97 percent.27 Which 
leaves an out for conservatives who like to deny global warming by 
going, “Look at this snowball, so there’s no global warming at all!” In 
addition to denying global warming, denials involving snowballs are 
denying the only causality theories that make sense to us.

How I learned to stop worrying and love the term “Anthropocene.” 
Let’s examine the modes of Anthropocene denial. First, the claim of  
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colonialism: the Anthropocene is the product of Western humans, 
mostly Americans. It unfairly lumps together the whole human race.

Although the desire for it first emerged in America, it turns out 
everyone wants air conditioning. On this issue I am in accord with 
Dipesh Chakrabarty, who had the courage to name the concept species 
on which the concept Anthropocene depends.28 Likewise obesity isn’t 
simply American. Americans are not like aspartame, ruining the natu-
ral sweetness of other humans. The deep reason why is that at no point 
in history did any human straightforwardly need something. Desire 
is logically prior to whatever “need” is, histories of consumerism not-
withstanding, histories that tend to repeat Fall narratives not unre-
lated to the normal (and unhelpful) ways we think ecology: “First we 
needed things, then at point x we wanted things, and that put us into 
an evil loop.” We think of loops as sin. But loops aren’t sinful. There 
was no Fall, unless you believe in the Mesopotamian logic that eventu-
ally created global warming. There was no transition from “needing” 
to “wanting.” Neanderthals would have loved Coca-Cola Zero.29

Secondly, racism. The user of Anthropocene is saying that humans 
as a race are responsible, and while this really means white humans, 
whites go unmarked.

There is such a thing as the human. But human need not be some-
thing that is ontically given: we can’t see it or touch it or designate 
it as present in some way (as whiteness or not-blackness et cetera). 
There is no obvious, constantly present positive content to the human. 
So Anthropocene isn’t racist. Racism exists when one fills in the gap 
between what one can see (beings starting engines and shoveling 
coal) and what this human thing is: the human considered as a spe-
cies, namely as a hyperobject, a massively distributed physical entity of 
which I am and am not a member, simultaneously. (We’ll see how there 
are Darwinian, phenomenological, and logical reasons for this viola-
tion of the “Law” of Noncontradiction). The racist effectively erases 
the gap, implicitly reacting against what Hume and Kant did to real-
ity. Since their age we have thought it sensible that there is some kind  
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of irreducible rift between what a thing is and how it appears, such that 
science handles data, not actual things.

Copyright control. I am myself a correlationist, by which I mean that I 
accept Kant’s basic argument that when I try to find the thing in itself, 
what I find are thing data, not the thing in itself. And I grasp that data 
in such a way that a thing does not (meaningfully) exist (for me) out-
side the way I (or history or economic relations or will or Dasein) cor-
relate that data. I believe that there is a drastic finitude that restricts 
my access to things in themselves. The finitude is drastic because it is 
irreducible. I can’t bust through it. This marks the difference between 
some speculative realists, who think you can puncture the finitude 
and enter a world of direct access, for instance via science, and those 
who don’t think so, for instance the object-oriented ontologists.

Object-oriented ontology, or OOO, developed from a deep con-
sideration of the implications of Martin Heidegger’s version of mod-
ern Kantian correlationism. These implications would have seemed 
bizarre to Kant and Heidegger themselves, who in their different 
ways (transcendental idealism and fascism) tried to contain the explo-
sive vision that their thinking unleashed. Ontology doesn’t tell you 
exactly what exists but how things exist. If things exist, they exist in 
this way rather than that. Object-oriented ontology holds that things 
exist in a profoundly “withdrawn” way: they cannot be splayed open 
and totally grasped by anything whatsoever, including themselves. 
You can’t know a thing fully by thinking it or by eating it or by mea-
suring it or by painting it . . . This means that the way things affect one 
another (causality) cannot be direct (mechanical), but rather indirect 
or vicarious: causality is aesthetic. As strange as this sounds, the idea 
that causality is aesthetic is congruent with the most powerful causal-
ity theories (the Humean ones), and the most powerful theories of 
causality in physical science: relativity theory and (to an even greater 
extent) quantum theory. In a way that profoundly differs from the 
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demystification most popular in humanistic accounts of culture, poli-
tics, and philosophy (and so on), OOO believes that reality is myste-
rious and magical, because beings withdraw and because beings influ-
ence each other aesthetically, which is to say at a distance.30

If ecological culture and politics is about “the reenchantment of the 
world” as they say, then something like OOO could be highly desirable. 
In particular, the way in which OOO doesn't reject modern science 
and philosophy, but rather proceeds from them and somehow finds 
magic that way, is valuable indeed. We will be thinking through the 
ecological implications of the OOO view throughout Dark Ecology.

Finitude is the term that describes a world in which entities “with-
draw” from direct access. Every kind of access—a philosopher think-
ing about a stone, a scientist smashing a particle, a farmer watering a 
tree—is profoundly limited and incomplete. And every type of nonhu-
man access—a thrush smashing a snail shell against a stone, an electron 
interacting with a photon, a tree absorbing water—is also profoundly 
limited. Kant was the philosopher who argued for this finitude, at least 
when it came to how humans access things. I don’t believe that the 
finitude of the human-world correlate is incorrect. It can’t be ripped 
open, even by something as seemingly sharp as mathematics.31 When 
I mathematize a thing, there I am, mathematizing it—measuring it, 
for instance. Why this is so different a form of access than eating it or 
using it to paper my room is uncertain. The gap between the human 
and everything else can’t be filled in, as racism tries to do.

There is a tactic we could adopt, a tactic deeply congruent with 
ecological politics. Kant grounded Hume’s argument in synthetic 
judgments a priori in a transcendental subject (not “little me,” the 
one I can see and touch). Only a correlator such as a (human) subject 
makes reality real. At the very moment at which philosophy says you 
can’t directly access the real, humans are drilling down ever deeper 
into it, and the two phenomena are deeply, weirdly intertwined. Cor-
relationism is true, but disastrous if restricted to humans only. Pos-
sibly more of a disaster than treating things as lumps is treating them 
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as blank lumps we can format as we wish. How to proceed? We should 
merely release the anthropocentric copyright control on correlationism, 
allowing nonhumans like fish (and perhaps even fish forks) the fun of 
not being able to access the in-itself.

On this view, whether the thing in itself becomes fish food or 
human food or something a human can measure, the thing remains in 
excess of those forms of access, and there is no intrinsic superiority of 
human ways of accessing the thing. This is the basic premise of object-
oriented ontology: Kant was correct, but his anthropocentrism pre-
vented him from seeing the most interesting aspects of his theory. We 
will see that these aspects could have a profound influence on the way 
we think the logic of future coexistence.

Very well, says the hesitant humanist. Anthropocene may not be 
colonialist or racist, but surely it must be a blatant example of specie-
sism? Isn’t the term claiming that humans are special and different, 
unique in having created it?

Humans and not dolphins invented steam engines and drilled for 
oil. But this isn’t a sufficient reason to suppose them special. Etymol-
ogy notwithstanding, species and specialness are extremely different. 
Just ask Darwin. Unfortunately he had no recourse to emoticons, for 
if his masterwork’s title had contained a wink emoticon at its end, he 
could have said it succinctly: there are no species—and yet there are 
species! And they have no origin—and yet they do! A human is made 
up of nonhuman components and is directly related to nonhumans. 
Lungs are evolved swim bladders. Yet a human is not a fish.32 A swim 
bladder, from which lungs derive, is not a lung in waiting. There is 
nothing remotely lunglike about it.33 Let alone my bacterial microbi-
ome: there are more bacteria in “me” than “human” components. A 
lifeform is what Derrida calls arrivant or what I call strange stranger: 
it is itself yet uncannily not itself at the same time.34 Contemporary 
science allows us to think species not as absolutely nonexistent, but 
as floating, spectral entities that are not directly, constantly present. 
Spectral is in some senses cognate with species.
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The Darwinian concept of species is precisely not the Aristotelian 
one where you can tell teleologically what species are for: ducks are 
for swimming, Greeks are for enslaving barbarians . . . Since species in 
this sense fails to coincide with me, an actual human being as opposed 
to a pencil or a duck, the concept of species isn’t speciesist. Like the 
racist, the speciesist fills out the gap between phenomenon and thing 
with a special paste: the fantasy of an easy-to-identify content. That 
sort of content is what one is incapable of seeing, yet there are ducks 
and spoonbills, which are not humans.

The seemingly anachronistic and dangerous concept species appears 
superficially easy to think: Sesame Street (“We Are All Earthlings”) 
conveys it.35 Yet for me to know via the very reasoning with which I 
discern the transcendental gap between data and things the being that 
manifests this reasoning—this knowing might be weirdly like a ser-
pent in a loop, swallowing its own tail. It is a profound paradox that 
what appears to be the nearest—my existence qua this actual entity, 
the shorthand for which is human—is phenomenologically the most 
distant thing in the universe. The supermassive black hole located at 
Sagittarius A in the center of the Milky Way, is far closer to my thought 
than my being human. The Muppets and their ilk actually inhibit the 
necessary ecological thought: the uncanny realization that every time 
I turned my car ignition key I was contributing to global warming and 
yet was performing actions that were statistically meaningless. When I 
think myself as a member of the human species, I lose the visible, tactile 
“little me”; yet it wasn’t tortoises that caused global warming.

Fourthly, some of us are anxious that Anthropocene is hubristic, ele-
vating the human species by assuming it has godlike powers to shape 
the planet. This is, on the face of it, infuriating—unfortunately not all 
humanists feel infuriated, trained as they are to suspect anything with 
“human” in it (in particular the Greek for man) and anything that 
seems like upstart straightforwardness, like using “we” in a lecture just 
because you think it might draw people together (wait a minute). But 
consider how it would sound as a rather eyebrow-raising defense. Say 
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I caused a car accident that killed your parents and your best friend. 
In court, I argue that it would be hubristic to blame myself. It wasn’t 
really me, it was my right arm, it was the bad part of my personality, it 
was my car. Eyebrow-raising, and perfectly isomorphic with one mode 
of reactionary global warming denial: how dare we assume that much 
power over Nature! Now imagine that I represent the human species 
in a court in which many lifeforms are deciding who caused global 
warming. Imagine the “hubris” defense: “It would be hubristic of me to 
take full responsibility—after all, it’s mostly the fault of this bad aspect 
of me, it was just an accident, I wouldn’t have done it if I’d been riding 
a bike rather then using an engine . . . ” Saying that the analogy doesn’t 
work because I’m an individual just means you still have trouble, like 
most of us, thinking the concept species—which is the real problem.

The fact that humans really have become a geophysical force on a 
planetary scale doesn't seem to prevent the anxious spirits from accus-
ing the term of hubris. Quibbling over terminology is a sad symptom 
of the extremes to which correlationism has been taken. Upwardly 
reducing things to effects of history or discourse or whatever has 
resulted in a fixation on labels, so that using Anthropocene means you 
haven’t done the right kind of reducing. But what if you are not in the 
upward reduction business? Scientists would be perfectly happy to 
call the era Eustacia or Ramen, as long as we agreed it meant humans 
became a geological force on a planetary scale. Don’t like the word 
Anthropocene? Fine. Don’t like the idea that humans are a geophysi-
cal force? Not so fine. But the two are confused in critiques of “the 
anthropos of the Anthropocene.” Consider that the term deploys the 
concept species as something unconscious, never totally explicit. No 
one decided in 1790 to wreck the planet by emitting carbon diox-
ide and related gases. Moreover, what is called human is more like a 
clump or assemblage of things that are not strictly humans—without 
human DNA for instance—and things that are—things that do have 
human DNA. Humans did it, not jellyfish and not computers. But 
humans did it with the aid of beings that they treated as prostheses:  
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nonhumans such as engines, factories, cows, and computers—let 
alone viral ideas about agricultural logistics living rent-free in minds. 
The reduction of lifeforms to prosthesis and the machination of 
agricultural logistics is hubristic, and tragedy (from which the term 
hubris derives) is at least the initial mode of ecological awareness. But 
this doesn’t mean we are arrogant to think so.

Anthropocene is about humans—a mess of lungs and bacterial micro-
biomes and nonhuman ancestors and so on—along with their agents 
such as cows and factories and thoughts, agents that can’t be reduced 
to their merely human use or exchange value. This irreducibility is why 
these assemblages can violently disrupt both use and exchange value in 
unanticipated (unconscious) ways: one cannot eat a Californian lemon 
in a drought. Returning to the point about intentions and hubris, “we” 
did it unconsciously. Becoming a geophysical force on a planetary scale 
means that no matter what you think about it, no matter whether you 
are aware of it or not, there you are, being that. This distinction is lost 
on some of those who react against the term. One cannot be hubristic 
about one’s heartbeat or autonomic nervous system.

The fact that it is far from hubristic is also why geoengineers are 
incorrect if they think Anthropocene means we now have carte blanche 
to put gigantic mirrors in space or flood the ocean with iron filings. 
The argument for geoengineering goes like this: “We have always been 
terraforming, so let’s do it consciously from now on.”36 Making some-
thing conscious doesn’t mean it becomes nice. We have always been 
murdering people. How is deliberate murder more moral? Psycho-
paths are exquisitely aware of the suffering they consciously inflict. In 
relation to lifeforms and Earth systems, humans have often played the 
role of the Walrus concerning the oysters:

“I weep for you,” the Walrus said:
“I deeply sympathize.”

With sobs and tears he sorted out
Those of the largest size,
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Holding his pocket-handkerchief
Before his streaming eyes.37

Consider the Freudian-slippy absurdity of James Lovelock’s analogy 
of Jekyll and Hyde for science and engineering. Lovelock calls us the 
“species equivalent” of Robert Louis Stevenson’s characters. It would 
only be faintly parodic to paraphrase his argument thus: “Only big 
science can save us. We know big science acted like Mr. Hyde for the 
last two centuries, but please know, we have a kindly inner doctor 
Jekyll. Let us be Jekyll. Please. Please trust us, trust us.”38 Unaware of 
its tone, Lovelock’s argument sounds exactly like Mr. Hyde, as does 
Jekyll’s own self-justification in the novel.

Unless we think the concept species differently, which is to say 
think humankind as a planetary totality without the soppy and 
oppressive universalism and difference erasure that usually implies, 
we will have ceded an entire scale—the scale of the biosphere, no 
less—to truly hubristic technocracy, whose “Just let us try this” 
rhetoric masks the fact that when you “try” something at a general 
enough level of a system, you are not trying but doing and changing, 
for good.

In any case one can’t get rid of the unconscious that easily. Here is 
a sentence analogous to “We have always been terraforming, so let’s 
do it consciously now”: “I know I’m an addict so now I’m going to 
drink fully aware of that fact.” Being aware of “unconscious biases” 
is a contradiction in terms. And there is a still more salient ecologi-
cal observation we can make about the unconscious. Ecology, after 
all, is the thinking of beings on a number of different scales, none of 
which has priority over the other. When scaled up to what Doug-
las Kahn happily calls Earth magnitude, my conscious actions have 
an unconscious result that I did not intend.39 Even when I am fully 
aware of what I am doing, myself as a member of the human species 
is doing something I am not intending at all and couldn’t accomplish 
solo even if I wished it.



THE FIRST THREAD�23

Humans created the Anthropocene—humans devised modes of 
agriculture we glimpse in Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles that 
now cover most of Earth and are responsible for an alarming amount 
of global warming emissions all by themselves, let alone the carbon-
emitting industry that agricultural mode necessitated. Not bacteria, 
not lemons. Such a making had unintentional or unconscious dimen-
sions. No one likes having their unconscious pointed out, and ecologi-
cal awareness is all about having it pointed out. As if in a disturbingly 
literal proof of Freud’s refutation of the idea that the unconscious is 
a region “below” or “within” consciousness, we find the unconscious 
style of a certain mode of human being sprayed all over what lies out-
side the human, the biosphere. This unconscious is decidedly (geo)
physical. The hint that there is an outside untouched by our conscious 
or explicit statements about what or how we dispose ourselves intel-
lectually or culturally has become shocking or even taboo to some 
humanities scholars, right at the very moment when it would be handy 
if we could all be putting some effort into thinking this outside.

There are some substitutes for the term Anthropocene. For instance, 
I have been advised to call it Homogenocene. But this is just a euphe-
mism. Homogenocene is true: humans have stamped their impression 
on things they consider as ductile as wax, even if those things cry. 
Yet, in a more urgent sense, the concept is false and anthropocentric. 
The iron deposits in Earth’s crust made by bacteria are also homo-
geneous. Oxygen, caused by an unintended consequence of bacterial 
respiration, is a homogeneous part of the air. Humans are not the 
only homogenizers. Likewise, Haraway’s and Latour’s suggestion that 
we call it the Capitalocene misses the mark.40 Capital and capitalism 
are symptoms of the problem, not its direct causes. If the cause were 
capitalism, then Soviet and Chinese carbon emissions would have 
added nothing to global warming. Even the champions of distributed 
agency balk at calling a distributed spade a distributed spade.

The concept of species, upgraded from the absurd teleological and 
metaphysical versions of old, isn't anthropocentric at all. Because it 
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is via this concept, which is open, porous, flickering, distant from 
what is given to my perception, that the human is decisively deraci-
nated from its pampered, ostensibly privileged place set apart from 
all other beings.41

“Anthropocene” is the first fully antianthropocentric concept.

Species at Earth Magnitude. When we scale up to Earth magnitude 
very interesting things happen to thinking. Some regularly suppose 
ecological statements to be universalistic generalizations: in large  
part they are adherents of capitalist economics, which finds the non-
human structurally impossible to think, or Marxism, which doesn’t 
find the nonhuman impossible to think—but which has imposed a 
host of inhibiting blocks to thinking the nonhuman. But thought at 
Earth magnitude isn’t universalistic; it is highly accurate and specific. 
It is also deeply paradoxical in a way that reveals something basic to 
the structure of thought: a loop form.

I take Earth magnitude to mean “at a scale sufficient to open the 
concept Earth to full amplitude.” Solar winds do this as they interact 
with Earth’s magnetic shield and produce auroras. Global climate does 
this: the mass of terrestrial weather events are downwardly caused by 
a massive entity that exists at Earth magnitude. Human thought at 
Earth magnitude is human thinking that is as “large” as the aurora. It 
can think the aurora in such a way that its vastness is witnessed and 
opened in us. A single person can do this on the ground. You don’t 
need to be a geostationary satellite or a scientist or an astronaut. Or a 
member of the UN or CEO of a global corporation.

We can now think species not as a thing we can point to, but as 
something like the aurora, a mysterious yet distinct, sparkling entity. It 
seems so easy: look, I’m a human, I’m not a duck or a doughnut. But 
this facile sense of ease is blocking something stupendously difficult: 
to follow and witness the being owing to which thinking is happening. 
Thinking goes into a loop. And the loop could be endless or not—we 
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don’t know yet and we might be pushing against the limits of comput-
ability if we try to know whether we will be looping forever. The think-
ing becomes a weird openness rather than cataloging and classifying, 
because it cannot presuppose a preformatted being as its content.

The Anthropocene is an antianthropocentric concept because it 
enables us to think the human species not as an ontically given thing I 
can point to, but as a hyperobject that is real yet inaccessible.42 Com-
putational power has enabled us to think and visualize things that are 
ungraspable by our senses or by our quotidian experience. We live on 
more timescales than we can grasp. Naomi Klein’s description of global 
warming is good for hyperobjects in general: “Climate change is slow, 
and we are fast. When you are racing through a rural landscape on a 
bullet train, it looks as if everything you are passing is standing still: 
people, tractors, cars on country roads. They aren’t, of course. They 
are moving, but at a speed so slow compared with the train that they 
appear static.”43 We are faced with the task of thinking at temporal and 
spatial scales that are unfamiliar, even monstrously gigantic. Perhaps 
this is why we imagine such horrors as nuclear radiation in mythologi-
cal terms. Take Godzilla, who appears to have grown as awareness of 
hyperobjects such as global warming has taken hold. Having started 
at a relatively huge 50 meters, by 2014 he had reached a whopping 150 
meters tall.44 Earth magnitude is bigger than we thought, even if we 
have seen the NASA Earthrise photos, which now look like charming 
and simplistic relics of an age in which human hubris was still mostly 
unnoticed—relics of, precisely, a “space age” that evaporates in the 
age of giant nonhuman places. We have gone from having “the whole 
world in our hands” and “I’d like to buy the world a Coke” to realiz-
ing that the whole world, including “little” us, is in the vicelike death 
grip of a gigantic entity—ourselves as the human species. This uncanny 
sense of existing on more than one scale at once has nothing to do with 
the pathos of cradling a beautiful blue ball in the void.

Charles Long’s 2014 Catalin installation at The Contemporary, an 
art museum in Austin, Texas, derived from the idea of hyperobjects  


