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Letter from the Editors
Caroline Alphin, Shelby Ward, and Mario Khreiche
ASPECT, Virginia Tech, calphin1@vt.edu, shelby08@vt.edu, mariok22@vt.edu
Blacksburg, Virginia
September 2018
Dear SPECTRA Readers,
In recent years, the discourse around resilience has generated controversy among activists and
scholars. Construed as adaptability and capacity to resist external pressures, resilience has often
been rendered an admirable feature of indigenous populations, readily appropriable to neoliberal
narratives and practices. In this context, Julian Reid has advanced a critical intervention in the
discourse, challenging the pervasive assumption that resilience is an unequivocally desirable
quality and, ultimately, questioning whether it remains a useful concept today. SPECTRA
decided to dedicate issue 6.2 to the topic of resilience, not so much to resolve the question, but
rather to present resilience as a multilayered term interfacing with global struggles, precarious
subjectivities, and aesthetic representations.
First is an interview with Julian Reid who discusses his influences, milestones, and latest projects
with the SPECTRA team.
Ben Taylor, in response to Reid’s work, offers a philosophical account of resilience as a
dialectic, thus rehabilitating the concept. For Taylor, “the creative subject requires a subject
capable of first resisting that which threatens to overwhelm it so that it can move onto more
vibrant modes of being: it requires the resilient subject.”
Francois Debrix reflects on Reid’s critique by reviewing two recent exhibits at the International
Center of Photography Museum in New York City to place the concept of resilience in the
contemporary context of human insecurity and violence. Debrix shows how the notion of
resilient life is uncritically espoused by some contemporary artists and photographers.
Timothy Luke investigates the potentially neo-Orientalist narratives at work in the geopolitics of
the Anthropocene, specifically as a continued “Occidentalist cartography for mapping embedded
cultural, economic and political inequalities with technological, racial or ethnonational
coordinates.” As the analysis of the Anthropocene considers machine technology, European
culture, and capitalist modernity nearly without exception, Luke challenges the notion that the
Anthropocene unfolds purely based on scientific evidence, showing that its narrative fits along
the assumptions of ethnic, racial, and technological lines.
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Ashleigh Breske discusses practices of biopiracy as part of a global regime in which patents and
intellectual property function as a technologically-mediated continuation of colonialism. In her
article, Breske shows how “the western legal system and international intellectual property law
have commodified indigenous knowledge and traditional resources.” Moreover, Breske suggests
that “theories on biocolonialism allows us to see how biopiracy has commodified traditional
resources and indigenous knowledge by transnational corporations under neoliberal economic
practices.”
And finally, Leigh McKagen casts a critical light on heroism in the Anthropocene, while
advancing her own reading of Donna Haraway’s notion of “making kin.” Following Haraway’s
suggestion that “it matters what stories tell stories,” McKagen acknowledges the potential in
more multispecies collaborative stories in regards to a feminist narrative of the Anthropocene.
However, McKagen also situates the limitations of Haraway’s position by considering the
continued legacies of imperialism and coloniality within Western ideas of modernity, which,
largely, get left out of Haraway’s own reading.
In other news, SPECTRA is pleased to announce that Shelby Ward and Mario Khreiche have
successfully completed their tenures as co-editors, an experience they consider to be as
instructive as it was rewarding. Going forward, Caroline Alphin will direct the journal’s affairs
as the new editor. She will be assisted by incoming editors elect Emma Stamm and Robert
Flahive. SPECTRA readers may look forward to the team’s future efforts.
Lastly, SPECTRA would like to thank all authors, reviewers, advisory board members, ASPECT
faculty, the Virginia Tech Library, and VT Publishing for making this issue possible. We would
also like to thank the Global Forum on Urban and Regional Resilience for facilitating the
interview with Julian Reid.
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Critiquing Resilience: Interview with Julian Reid
Julian Reid
International Relations, University of Lapland, Julian.Reid@ulapland.fi
Interviewers for SPECTRA
Caroline Alphin, ASPECT, Virginia Tech, calphin1@vt.edu
Mario Khreiche, ASPECT, Virginia Tech, mariok22@vt.edu
Shelby Ward, ASPECT, Virginia Tech, shelby08@vt.edu
Alexander Stubberfield, ASPECT, Virginia Tech, astu1222@vt.edu
Transcription
Caroline Alphin

SPECTRA met with Julian Reid at Virginia Tech on September 12, 2017. During the interview,
we talk to Julian about his perspectives on resilience, sovereignty, political theory, academic life,
writing, and the arts.
Julian Reid is Professor of International Relations at the University of Lapland in Finland. He
has made contributions to cultural, postcolonial, and poststructuralist thought, especially to
debates on war, biopolitics and resilience. Some of his recent publications include Resilient Life:
The Art of Living Dangerously (co-authored with Brad Evans, 2014) and The Neoliberal Subject:
Resilience, Adaptation and Vulnerability (co-authored with David Chandler, 2016). Among his
edited collections is Deleuze & Fascism (with Brad Evans, 2013).
Shelby: So, to start off, maybe we can ask, how do you understand your work as
interdisciplinary, and how do you find that productive in the things that you look at?
Julian: That’s a good question. I think one of the things I would observe straight away is that it
has changed over time. I was a graduate student in the late 90s, and international studies (IS) was
this home, which, I think, was struggling. It didn’t really recognize itself as being an
interdisciplinary space, but pretty much disciplinary or subdisciplinary, in terms of its
relationship to political science, and it still remains very hard to not to teach International
Relations (IR) or IS, without relating the whole story of political science to the wars.
Nevertheless, it has served its function of allowing me to, pretty much from the beginning,
approach the world from non-disciplinary perspectives because when I was getting into the
academy in the 90s, I was really interested in a range of different things, you know, eclectically
arranged subjects and texts and theories. I was very much interested in war, and the theory of
war was fascinating to me. I was into Clausewitz, but I was also reading Nietzsche and German
philosophy, and it was within that space, where I had my first encounter with Foucault, which
was incredibly influential for me, and my thesis, especially. And it remains my main theoretical
influence. So, I think that set of encounters, for whatever reason, that interdisciplinarity, because
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it did involve bringing stuff together from a wide range of different spaces, literally and
theoretically, was made possible for me by IS, or at least I was able to make it work that way.
And that remains the case, in so far as I really don’t care about disciplines, in any sense - don’t
care. I don’t enjoy having to teach disciplinary knowledge though I do it as well as I can. But in
terms of the way I work, I just don’t care about disciplines. I care about texts, theories, I just
don’t care about the origins of texts. I can read anything and make use of it. That is my approach.
Of course I’ve been trained to write a particular type of text, employ a particular kind of
praxeology, and I still enjoy doing that. I enjoy the cut and thrust of social and scientific,
theoretical, and philosophical debate. But the longer I’ve been in the academy, the more I have
learnt to experiment with ways of writing, and that experimentation is what continues to make it
worthwhile for me.
Caroline: Can you provide some specific examples that make this turn apparent?
Julian: I’ve been writing a book about imagination for the last 3 or 4 years, and when I started
the project back in 2014, one of the things I wanted to put in practice, was just to research and
write in an open-ended, non-planned, non-guided way. I wanted it to be anarchic in practice, and
not to have a plan. I didn’t want to have a contract with a publisher, where I was committed to
submitting it at a certain time, a certain year, a certain month, or whatever. And I also just didn’t
want to plan it, didn’t want to be schematic about how I was going to approach it. I wanted to
read, and I wanted to be able to read in a totally non-guided way, you know, just from day to
day. And then just assembling notes, and that is still where I’m at after 3 or 4 years. I’m still with
the same project. I have a lot of text, but it’s chaotic. I wanted to work in a non-hurried way, and
just to follow a path of interest into this concept of imagination, which I find totally fascinating.
And just to work without regard to boundary, whatsoever, because when I finished my first book,
which was my thesis, I was faced with the trauma of having to make the book accountable to IR.
I really wasn’t interested in IR, but I had to set the book up, or I didn’t have to, but I did set the
book up to speak to IR theory, to say “hey, this is important, this story I’m going to tell you
about, Foucault, and war, and Deleuze, and these other theorists,” I made it accountable to IR,
one way or another.
Mario: Has this demand to address IR in a disciplinary way persisted, and if so, how have you
dealt with that since?
Julian: Yes, I think the same thing is evident with The Liberal Way of War (2009), the second
book I wrote, together with Mick Dillon. I think the third and fourth books are a bit different.
Resilient Life (2014), which I did with Brad Evans, is not an IR text, but it’s coming at a
phenomenon of the Anthropocene, from all over the place, and I like that very much about that
book. I really wanted to continue that path of methodological development and escape from
disciplines. Putting interdisciplinarity into practice without it naming it as such, with this current
project on imagination. So I’ve been doing that. I also have a book on indigeneity on the go, with
David Chandler, which is also definitely not going to be an IR book. The book is interested in
problematizing certain forms of disciplinary knowledge, which I think still remains important.
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Taking on, for example, a very powerful discipline such as anthropology, which is necessary in
order to think critically about indigeneity today, given that anthropology has been so powerful in
governing the production of knowledge concerning indigenous peoples. So I think, you know,
there is also a place for that kind of writing, that kind of knowledge: critical theory, which
challenges disciplinary knowledges, where they are powerful, where they are constitutive, which
maybe does require a certain taking on of a discipline. Then I’ve got a third project, which is
kind of hard to describe, but is something along the lines of an autoethnography. It’s also playing
with writing; it’s fiction. It’s a history of writing as a technology of the self. It’s a set of lectures,
which traces the history of writing from the ancients to the present, and connects self-writing in
the ancient context of the Romans and the Greeks to what is going on to today in the context of
social media, twitter, and all of the many manifestations of self-writing that are exploding today
in the context of these technologies, and then connecting that with diary writing, biography, and
writing about oneself. But writing about oneself in a fictive capacity, so it’s a set of lectures, and
also playing with a lecture format, the written lecture format, the spoken lecture format, because
I noticed that one of the defining features of my way of working over the last 10 years has been
reading a lot of lectures. Foucault’s work is so defined by the translation and by the publications
of his lectures, and so I spent a lot of time reading the lectures even though they were written to
be spoken, and were ultimately only spoken, and as it happens transcribed. They can be treated
as texts and I’ve enjoyed very much reading them as texts. So, I’ve got into the space where I’m
writing fictive lectures. I’ve been looking in the methodological debates for ways of describing
it, and there are these discussions in ethnography about, not just auto-ethnography, but what’s
called evocative autoethnography, which is designed to challenge the boundaries between fiction
and nonfiction, so you could describe it in that way. But there is also something a bit cheesy
about doing that, because ultimately what we are really talking about is simply fiction, things
that are not true, but which you present in a mode of address as if they were true, which is the
only way in which fiction can be powerful. It has to be able to engage your imagination on a
level that enables the reader or the listener to feel as if they’re hearing or reading something
which is true or might be true.
Mario: I’d like to follow up on the methodological remark you made before we press you on
issues of liberalism, resilience, and some other themes in your work. Do you feel the need to
justify this kind of imaginative approach, an interdisciplinary or even post-disciplinary approach,
to a larger audience, in your case the IR community? Do you feel the need to justify, in any
sense, this eclectic approach that you are taking, or have you given up on that?
Julian: I avoid it. I mean, I can imagine situations where it would be necessary, but I think I’ve
designed my life, my academic life to avoid those situations, so I don’t go to those big
conferences where you might find yourself in that situation. And I also left the U.K. 10 years
ago, and went to a place where this kind of eclecticism is quite normal. Where I live and work, in
Finland, they let you get on with what you are doing, support you, and appreciate your
autonomy, in a way that doesn’t exist in the UK. It is a very supportive environment in which to
enjoy roaming intellectually, and writing, and then publishing in places which are
accommodating and supportive. I have no grand ambitions in terms of growing my work in a
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way that would enable me to achieve power within particular constituencies. I like to move
through literary spaces and into new spaces, and engage with different communities. I enjoy
meeting different kinds of audiences and connecting with new readerships. That’s what I find
exciting about reading, about writing, getting out from the inside, and into new places and new
spaces. I’m not interested in that territoriality of writing that is so typical of the academy. It
doesn’t attract me. So, I avoid those confrontations, or the need to justify. I’ve organized my life
around that avoidance.
Caroline: So, maybe before we move on to resilience and some of the other work that you have
done, this notion of imagination permeates throughout your work, and I was wondering if you
could elaborate on what this imagination is to you, what or who has influenced you and how you
conceptualize imagination? I am asking that in part because I was reminded of Romantic thinkers
or Romanticism and the way that, in some sense, imagination is pitted against some of the
problems that come out of Enlightenment thinking, including reason and rationality, but their
particular take on reason and rationality. Since you were talking about lecturing on the self, I am
thinking also of Transcendental thinkers of that time, for whom that was also a popular practice.
Julian: Yeah, really great question and expressive question, too. I think the question of how to
conceptualize imagination is precisely what I am interested in, but also importantly how to
conceptualize it in a way which is not clichéd, because that’s the danger with imagination. That
is what I found myself doing towards the end of the Resilience project. At the end of those last
two books, I found imagination was playing a positioning role for me as a concept in terms of its
abilities to furnish an alternative foundation from the kind of ontology of resilience, which
neoliberalism has led us to. So, imagination for me was a concept that pointed towards a
different path; one that was able to describe the creative capacities of the human over and against
the mere adaptive capacities which resilience as a cult celebrates. That was the function
imagination was playing, but then, there is something very twee about that potentially. “Isn’t
imagination great? It’s great to be creative rather than simply adaptive or a survivor…” Then you
end up in this humanist position, and I didn’t want to go down that route because there are
already so many examples of that kind of text. A classic example would be the work of the
wonderful Italian political philosopher Franco “Bifo” Berardi.
Caroline: How would you characterize his work?
Julian: Berardi writes about the crisis of imagination today in the context of neoliberalism, such
as “why is it that we cannot imagine an alternative to capitalism?” With this kind of problematic,
which is a real one, the danger is that imagination becomes seen as just a neglected human
faculty, and that if we just think a little harder, a little more creatively, if we group think more, or
we just play with images, use a bit more art, a bit more literature, to imagine the possibility of an
alternative world, then we’ll get there and we’ll find our way out of neoliberalism. I want to
avoid investing in that conceptualization of the imagination, while finding a way to do that is not
necessarily easy because when we look at the history of the theory of imagination, what we tend
to see is a very basic division, which you describe very well in your question, between, on the
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one hand, the rationalists, the rationalism, which has dominated Western philosophy from Plato
onwards, and the Romantics, who hate reason and love imagination. I am interested in trying to
get over that bifurcation and do something different that also involves looking at imagination as
a kind of dark capacity, while also trying to reevaluate reason, as something other than simply
the opposite of imagination.
Shelby: What kind of thought, or specific thinkers do you turn to in this context?
Julian: I’ve ended up going back to Foucault, which is ironic, because I have also been trying to
move on from Foucault. I wrote this first book, which is very Foucauldian, called Biopolitics of
the War on Terror (2006), then The Liberal Way of War (2009) which is also very Foucauldian,
and after that I’ve been trying to move on. The last two books Resilient Life and The Neoliberal
Subject aren’t so Foucauldian. There is a bit of Foucault in both of them, but basically I’ve been
trying to move on to different places. I thought that with writing about imagination I was going
to do something completely different, but funnily I have been going back to Foucault, and
discovering that there is so much in his work on imagination. It is there in every one of his
works. His first essay, written in the early 1950s, and which has been out of print for decades, is
even called “Dream, Imagination, and Existence.” He wrote it as a graduate student. It’s in an
introduction that he wrote for a book by a Swiss psychologist called Binswanger, and it’s the
most incredible text, about 30 or 40 pages long. He goes way beyond writing an introduction for
another scholar’s work, and writes this incredible theorization of imagination, precisely as
transcendental power of the human, but he also does it in a way that involves thinking about
imagination, the power of imagination in very dark ways. For Foucault, imagination is
essentially an iconoclastic power. Imagination is not this creative capacity for the production of
new and alternative imaginations, it’s violent and it’s destructive. His basic argument is that
imagination abhors images. It’s about destroying images. So, there is something going on there
which I think doesn’t exist within the dominant theory of imagination as alternative to Western
reason. Maybe it’s there in the romantics, I have to discover that. It’s certainly there in Foucault.
And I’m interested in exploring that vein of thinking that he produces as a way of developing
this project.
Mario: It strikes me as if that line of thinking would be conducive to tracing the aspects in
writers that are usually undertheorized. So, there is a Marx who talks more about human nature
who often gets overlooked, and there is a McLuhan who is much more interested in the
ambiguities of technologies than its determinations. You talk about Foucault in a way that shows
a different side of Foucault. Is there something especially productive in thinking about these
theorists through a lens of imagination? Are there other theorists where you’re thinking about
seeing what their work might have been about, how much their work can maybe contribute to
your project?
Julian: Great question. We know about Deleuze, for example, as a philosopher of the cinematic
image, but we know much less about him as a philosopher of the image as such. There is a lot on
the image in Deleuze, and it is more obvious than it is for Foucault. Of course, Deleuze was also
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a philosopher. What is interesting about Foucault is that he is not thought so much of as a
philosopher. And people often deride him as a kind of historian. Yet there is this transcendental
conception of the imagination, which is not just there in that early essay, but runs throughout his
work. Also, it was through this project that I got very interested in Lacan’s psychoanalysis. I love
reading his stuff. There is a whole theory of the image in Lacan, which I don’t think has ever
been really dragged out philosophically, or taken seriously in philosophical terms and in
correspondence with other philosophical thinkers. Lacanians tend to be very psychoanalytic and
it’s a very particular kind of problematique. I think it is interesting to take Lacan seriously as a
philosopher and develop a theory of the image from that and from the imagination as such. There
is so much going on in that text as well as in Foucault, Deleuze, and Lacan. I mean, there is
Arendt, who we know was a theorist of the imagination. And there is a lot on cinema, as well.
There is also a little Plato and Aristotle. I am interested in bringing things into context, in a nonguided chaotic way. Well I have been, I say that, but now this Foucault thing is really becoming
compelling, and I am starting to think that maybe I should just set it up as a Foucault book. As a
new way of reading Foucault. And then using other literature in support of that.
Shelby: We were talking about the poetic and the poetic subject beforehand. It is not ever really
defined in what you write, but it is used, and perhaps it is the use of it that is productive. If there
was a definitive definition, then it loses its productivity.
Julian: I think that is a nice way of saying it. It is also a reality that in any project you’ll have
some concepts that are more developed than others. So, there is a place where you start out, and
there is a place where you end up, and necessarily that place where you end up is less developed.
You know there is always an end. In the final chapter, there’s a point where you have to think
about the beyond. So, you establish the limits that you’ve reached in your thinking, in your
writing, and then that reaching of the limit brings you into contact with another space which you
haven’t been to yet, but you know exists, and your work is pointing the way over there,
somewhere, the beyond. Brad was really important actually in terms of developing the concept of
the poetic subject. I credit him with more agency for that concept. There is a point where you
develop concepts, and they play roles for you in a given text. But, they themselves are less
developed than others. So I think the poetic subject is a bit like that in Resilient Life, and
imagination is a bit like that, in both that text, and the Neoliberal Subject (2016). But overall, I
prefer to avoid the poetic.
Shelby: For people familiar with your work, what can they expect from your past work in terms
of biopolitics, resilience, and neoliberalism?
Julian: I was exhausted by resilience at the end of this two-book project: Resilient Life and The
Neoliberal Subject. The Neoliberal Subject was actually completed around the same time as
Resilient Life, but its production took a lot longer for complicated reasons. There is even an
article which Brad and I did together called “Exhausted by Resilience.” I was saying at the time,
I am done with resilience, I am not going to write about it anymore, I want to do something else,
to leave it behind. But then a couple of years ago, I got a research grant for a project on
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indigeneity. I live in the north of Finland, in the region of Lapland, which encompasses the
whole of the north of Finland, but also across the border into Sweden, Russia, and Northern
Norway, and this is the homeland of the Sámi, the people who it is said, lived in Lapland before
that space was settled by the colonial states of Finland, Sweden, Norway, and Russia too. There
is a whole politics to the conflict of the Sámi and the variety of indigenous peoples of the Arctic
region, not just of Lapland, which is of great interest to me. I now have the funding to pursue this
over a period of years. As I have been looking at the politics of indigeneity, I’ve been forced to
confront the reality of the way in which this concept of resilience is now colonizing discourses
around indigeneity. For me, it is an urgent political problem, especially where I live in the Arctic,
in Lapland. I see a total absence of critical thinking about or recognition even of how this
concept is problematic when it is applied to indigenous people. I am mobilized by the urgency of
the political problem to continue the work I’ve been doing on resilience in the context of debates
about indigenous peoples. So, I’ve regained my interest in resilience through being interested in
the politics of indigeneity, and how it is affecting life in the Arctic, and in Lapland where I live.
For me, this project on indigeneity is a deeply political one. I am committed to it politically, and
I am excited by it.
Mario: Can you explain this political commitment in a way that relates the discipline of
anthropology to your critiques of resilience and indigeneity? And, how do you make sense of the
feedback that your work has received over the last years? Does it inspire your current work?
Julian: I am finding myself in a situation where I really want to problematize anthropological
knowledge. What I see is a discipline that is still deeply mired in colonial reason. When you read
anthropologists today, nearly every time they will start by defining themselves as being against
colonialism, and they see their knowledge and their work as being designed to, as they put it
“decolonize the university”; it sounds very heroic. But then, if I look at some of the discourses
they are using, this discourse of resilience especially, I see a kind of naivety in terms of
understanding how what they are doing connects with governing rationalities, essentially
neoliberal rationalities concerned with governing, not just the indigenous, but people
everywhere, and with producing this new form of a resilient subject that is so integral to
neoliberalism as a project. I also want to respond to some of the critique of the critique of
resilience, as I’ve followed with interest the debate on resilience that developed after the
publication of my books Resilient Life and The Neoliberal Subject, both of which are very
critical books. They’re critical rejections of the concept of resilience, and they more or less
condemn the concept. What we’ve seen in response to that is a literature that has said, “hey, you
can’t just condemn resilience, it’s a multiplicity, it’s not a univocal concept, it has to be looked at
in different contexts.” This is the message I read of the critique of critique, criticizing my own
work, and it is a critique I take very seriously and recognize the power of and the influence of
and the truth of. So, I want to respond to that critique in this new project, and try to develop an
understanding of the complexity of resilience as a discourse and look at the different spaces in
which it is articulated. The different points of articulation for resilience, which are indeed vastly
different and antagonistic and complex but also complexly interrelated. Where I’ll start from in
the talk I am giving later today here at Virginia Tech is the protests against Trump, which
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developed in December of last year, following his election leading up to his inauguration on
January 20th in different American cities, but especially in Washington, D.C., where when you
look at the pictures of those protests, what you see are a range of different kinds of banners and
posters, but one of the most iconic of which was a poster created by the Amplifier Foundation
and designed by a Chicano artist from California, an image of a native elder in the Dakota
pipeline protest with the words “We the Resilient.” In other words, it is the way in which this
concept of resilience, this notion of indigenous resilience, became definitive of subjectifications
of the indigenous in the context of resistance to Trump just over the last 8 to 9 months. I’ll start
with that image of indigenous resilience, a mode of articulation very hostile and resistant to
neoliberalism and liberal fascism. I think about the connection between that mode of articulation
of indigenous resilience to the way in which colonial states, like those states involved in the
Arctic Council and the colonial governance of indigenous peoples in the Arctic, say “indigenous
people are so resilient and we’re here to help the indigenous to be more resilient as well as learn
from the indigenous how other people can become resilient like the indigenous.” I am interested
in opening the question of how this concept works as discourse and maybe even an ideology of
neoliberalism. So, responding to the critique of critique, the critiques of authors like Ben
Andersen, the geographer, and also Peter Rogers, who say “you can’t condemn resilience, there
is good and bad resilience.” So, I want to think about the different ways in which resilience is
articulated, but also problematize some of the connections between them.
Shelby: Do you find postcolonial theory helpful in what you are doing here, or do you find some
of that same naivety that you are talking about in terms of anthropology? Is it helpful for what
you are doing?
Julian: I think it should be. Postcolonialism, postcolonial theory, literature, it should be one of
those spaces for the potential production of this kind of knowledge, of counter-knowledge. But
what I tend to find when I read work, which is nominally postcolonial, are similar problems that
I encounter when I read anthropology. There is a certain tendency towards thinking certain ways
about discourses, which are problematic, and they are often not recognized for their problematic
nature. So, I am committed to improving postcolonial theory, to filling it as a space, and working
with people in that space who are thinking along the same lines. One of my favorite collaborators
is an Indian political philosopher and theorist named Ranabir Samaddar. He is my image of a
what a postcolonial theorist should be like. He is very circumspect about the way postcolonial
theory has functioned as a discourse: as an ideology of western imperialism, essentially. And he
is committed to remaining in India. He hasn’t made the migration, which many of the well
known Indian political philosophers and post-colonial theorists have already made out of South
Asia. So yeah, I am committed to postcolonialism, but I am also deeply skeptical of it as a body
of knowledge and theory.
Alex: Would you also be looking at travel writing and how it constructs narratives of indigeneity
and resilience?
Julien: Great idea. Is there a particular text you have in mind?
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Alex: Well, I am thinking about in the United States, Anthony Bourdain has become so popular.
And he is stuck on CNN now, but there are many times where he goes to different indigenous
communities. One example was on his old show, No Reservations, where he is in Namibia with
the bushmen, and he was talking about them and has a meal with them. His particular way of
approaching culture and politics is through food. But his popularity and his now mainstream
appearance suggests that travel writing, at least to me, is making a comeback as a grand narrative
for understanding the world put in terms that are outside of the academy.
Julian: Yeah, it’s true. Anthropology is a kind of travel writing, isn’t it? That is what they do.
The way they present themselves is very interesting. It is like looking at someone’s holiday
snaps. If you go to the university website pages of any number of different anthropologists,
they’ll have a picture embedded of themselves hanging out with an indigenous crew. Another,
she is not quite a travel writer, but she is also a wonderful writer, Rebecca Solnit, a Californian.
She is very popular in Britain. I don’t know if she is as popular here as she is in Europe. In
Britain, she writes for the Guardian a lot. She is a brilliant writer. One of her best books is called
A Field Guide to Getting Lost (2005). Well, in that book she talks about one of the indigenous
peoples in California, the Wintu, in ways that are similarly exoticizing. She uses them to
problematize the West and Western traditions. So, there is a certain move that would seem to be
decolonial, but then there is another move that puts them on a different kind of equally
orientalizing pedestal.
Caroline: As I was reading through some of your work, I was thinking about whether you see a
tension between this resilient subject and the responsibilized self or the possessive individual? Or
if that responsibilized self is just another iteration of the resilient subject? Because there seems to
be two understandings of liberalism working simultaneously together. One that has this
underlying problem of resilience and the other one that has the able-bodied, agentic individual
that is supposed to compete in the market and understand space in marketized terms. So, are they
existing together, is there tension here, or is one just an iteration of the other?
Julian: So, I am working on this at the moment. I want to write a book on indigenous politics
with my friend David Chandler and the book is provisionally titled “Becoming Indigenous.” This
is a much more schematic and classic academic project where you have a plan. And part of the
plan is to write a chapter on debates around possession and dispossession in the context of the
indigenous subject and notions of indigenous subjectivity. There is a move, which says that
liberalism is grounded in the cult of possession. If we go back to the 17th century and look at
what John Locke was saying about Native Americans, we’ll see that the whole foundation of
liberalism rests on this assumption that indigenous peoples don’t do possession, that they don’t
know how to do possession, that they don’t know how to create property. We do, and also
possession is necessary for the development of the land and it is a hallmark of the human. You
are not human unless you understand the fundamental humanity of property, and of
possessiveness, the capacity for possession, the power of possession. Our understanding of the
way in which liberalism emerges, and indeed the whole colonization of the indigenous, has to be
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understood on account of its presumption that possession is good and necessary, and that there is
something wrong with a people that doesn’t know how to make property. Of course, today what
we see is a shift in the opposite direction. We recognize that liberalism was wrong to think that
way, that it has made the world a worse place, a terrible place. It has done terrible violence on
account of this conceit and way of thinking about possession, and we want to learn from the
indigenous how to do dispossession. You know, how to live dispossessed lives with land and
with each other. This is the argument of Judith Butler in her also excellent, very readable book
called Dispossession: The Performative in the Political (2013). So, there is a move from
possession to dispossession that is occurring in an attempt to think about the indigenous subject
as an alternative to the liberal subject. And there is the notion that if we can produce this new
kind of dispossessed subject we will therefore be able to defeat liberalism because liberalism is
so grounded in possession. Well, I think it is more complicated than that, and an argument I am
interested in exploring is that liberalism is pursuing dispossession itself as a new foundation for
rethinking its own conditions of possibility. Maybe the liberal subject itself is precisely the
subject of dispossession, which some theorists believe is the alternative to liberalism. If we
understand liberalism in more complicated terms than the terms we are presented with, if we get
beyond or just forget about Locke in the 17th century, and look at how liberalism is functioning
today here in the 21st century, maybe we get a more complicated picture of the situation. Are
there other vernacular ways of thinking about possession itself as a practice and as a foundation
of selfhood, which can be seen as not simply negative in the ways we recognize the negativity of
the Lockean subject?
Shelby: Are you, in some sense, suggesting that deconstructing the notion of possession might
be more useful than simply navigating the dualism of possession and dispossession?
Julian: One of the things I have been doing in my work and research is going back to a text I
love very much, which is pertinent to this project. It’s a wonderful book from the 1960s, a cult
classic, it’s Carlos Castaneda’s Journey to Ixtlan. It was a very controversial book because it also
takes us into the space of fiction vs. nonfiction. Castaneda does this PhD study, this
anthropology, this conversation he has with a Yaqui Indian shaman, and then writes it up. It turns
out the whole thing is fiction. It was totally made up, but it is a classic. It is probably the greatest
work that anthropology has produced. There is no text by an anthropologist that is so good. And,
I would say no text so beautiful, or brilliant, or compelling. I love this book, Journey to Ixtlan,
and the story he tells. And for me the beauty of this encounter that Castaneda has with Don Juan,
the subject of his investigation, is embedded in the way in which he goes to visit Don Juan,
originally to get information from him about what he knows about plants. He is interested in Don
Juan’s knowledge about the flora and the fauna of the land, which is classic in terms of what
anthropologists are interested in extracting from indigenous people today. It’s all about how can
we learn from them to relate to the land in ways that can help us extract more. So Castaneda goes
there to talk to him about plants. As it happens, Don Juan isn’t interested in talking about plants.
He may have this knowledge, but he is not going to tell Castaneda. Instead, Don Juan wants to
talk to Castaneda about the self. He wants to talk to Castaneda about his self, by which he means
Castaneda’s self, as well as the self as such, and the book for me is a remarkable discussion of
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selfhood in terms which are utterly compatible with the whole Western tradition of thinking
about the self. It’s the human self, it’s the human, which Don Juan, this indigenous subject of
Castaneda’s study, is really interested in. He is not interested in talking about plants, flora, and
fauna, or ecology. He is interested in talking about the self, the human self, and strategy and
power, and empowerment, and also hunting, and cunning and manipulation, and relations
between human beings, what goes on there in that space of human being, and also about
possession. Don Juan is self-possessed, a self-possessed subject; he possesses himself; he also
possesses his own world. For me, Castaneda’s Don Juan offers us a totally different kind of
indigenous subject: a self-possessed and deeply possessive kind of subject. He basically
possesses Castaneda, takes him and possesses him, and manipulates him at will. That is the
beauty of the book, the story it tells, of the strategy of Don Juan: how he works Castaneda, this
Western subject, over. Don Juan really turns Castaneda into his vessel, even though it may be
said that it is actually Castaneda working this more or less fictive/nonfictive character to his own
ends. There are these very informative documentaries telling the story of Castaneda: this guy
who writes this work of anthropology, which turns out to be fiction. He develops this whole cult
of personality around him. He ends up living in Los Angeles, running this cult with these
believers who worship him because he is producing all of this faux hippy knowledge. It’s a
fascinating story.
Mario: How do you think your critique maps onto the reemergence of materialism or “New
Materialism” that has a similar approach to whether things have an agentic quality, that considers
whether they have some sort of vitality, in a kind of neorealist sense. Is maybe the New
Materialism limited in a similar way as Castaneda’s character in this story?
Julian: Yeah, I think you are absolutely right, if I understand what you mean by new
materialism. You’re talking about authors like Jane Bennett and books like Vibrant Matter
(2010). I really enjoy reading that kind of work. I read Vibrant Matter, and I’ve seen how it has
taken an effect on the academy and on the arts. You go to performances and nine out of ten times
it is someone showing you how this or that dead object is animate like human beings. It’s a
cliché; it’s a governing cliché. I am interested in trying to problematize that cliché and not
simply repeat it, or become part of that school. I think what interests me as a critical theorist is
always this connection between critique and power. If you want to be a good critical theorist, it is
very easy to produce critical knowledge, which functions strategically for power. This is also I
think what drove Foucault, to show audiences how critique functions for power and to debunk
the Marxism of the late 60s and 70s France, especially, but also to problematize some of the new
knowledges that were emerging at that time. I think that is what attracts me to critique: the
capacity to critique the critique and then after that to critique the critique of the critique. Just to
dig and dig and dig. To be cynical. I enjoy cynicism, as a modus operandi, but, yeah, you are
right in terms of that, if New Materialism is the right term to describe Jane Bennett and the
discourse on “living matter”.
Alex: I mean, there are different shades. You’ve got Jane Bennett, William Connolly, and then
you have Manuel De Landa, and others.
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Caroline: Bruno Latour is influential on some of those writers, and a lot of them draw from
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari as well in the way they talk about the body without organs.
Julian: Sure, Connolly and De Landa as well. And you are right, there is a certain reading of
Deleuze which is powerful in this literature. Deleuze is a philosopher who I engage with a lot
and love and respect very much. I think there are a lot of bad readings of Deleuze, too. Very onesided or limited engagements with his work. You know, he is also a very dark thinker.
Mario: “Postscript on the Societies of Control” (1992) comes to mind, for example, a very short
text, and much less optimistic than some previous works.
Julian: But also in terms of Deleuze’s thinking about sovereignty and transcendence vs.
immanence. He is usually read as someone who says life is on the side of immanence and
anything transcendental is opposed to life and has to be destroyed by the movement of
immanence. I don’t think it is as simple as that at all. For him there is an ontology of a necessary
antagonism between the transcendental and the immanent, and the constitution of the sovereign
moment, and the articulation of the human as precisely that. I think for him these are necessary
foundations of life and being. You can’t simply create a world in which the sovereign moment is
done away with in the way that Hardt and Negri argue in their classic work Empire (2000). They
then try to reevaluate that notion in their book Multitude (2004). I think there is another Deleuze.
There is a darker Deleuze who is more celebrative of the sovereign moment actually, of the
human, over and against the mere life or immanence of life, which I think is much more
interesting, or at least needs to be excavated more fully. Bergson, in that respect, is very
important, which is another reason why everyone should read Deleuze’s book Bergsonism
(1990), because it’s brilliant. I mean, he really does something else altogether with Bergson. He
breaks with Bergson. He reads Bergson like he reads everyone else. He reads Bergson to produce
another philosophy: It’s not Bergson’s Bergson that you get when you read Deleuze and
Bergson. He makes Bergson work for him to theorize the sovereign. It’s an articulation of the
sovereign moment over and against Bergson’s vitalism, which others are much more dependent
on. Especially, when you get to the last chapter of Bergsonism, which is brilliant.
Mario: I forgot where I read it, maybe in Eugene Thacker or Alexander Galloway, who point out
the fact that Deleuze wrote a lot of books about other scholars, monographs on Nietzsche,
Spinoza, Bacon, Foucault, and Bergson, and always with a specific goal in mind.
Julian: He was a real philosopher, but his strategy was always the same. He would always read
someone brilliantly, but to produce another image of that thinker. He was a very violent reader of
other people’s works. He would always produce something else, which was not really in the text,
but he would do it so brilliantly that it’s compelling and convincing. He reads other philosophers
with a deliberate violence. He wrote and philosophized in order to dominate others. That was his
method to produce his own image out of them. He was as far from queer theory as you could get.
It was not about trying to read and empathize with the object, align with the object of critique. It
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was about a very violent destruction of a body of text. That is also why he loved Francis Bacon,
who showed a similar kind of violence, figurative violence in his work.
Caroline: Perhaps, you could talk about how you understand sovereignty, and how you see
discourses of resilience functioning within this conception that you have of sovereignty.
Julian: I think like everybody else I am wary of the concept and the reality of sovereignty. We
associate sovereignty with violence, with killing, with illegitimate power, with things that we
would like to imagine the absence of in a different world. But the more we confront its force, its
power, its reality, and the more we confront the difficulties of doing away with it and the failures
of those projects trying to do away with it, the more I think we have to find another way of
reconciling with it. I am interested in not just another weak reconciliation but trying to think
through the project of how we can, not just accept its reality, but work it in a different way to
produce a different kind of politics. I think that is why Deleuze is so attractive because I think
that is precisely what he is doing in his work. He is continually trying to imagine the processes
and modes of production through which another sovereign people will one day emerge and
destroy the old order and constitute the world anew through the deployment of sovereign power.
I am interested in how sovereignty can be vernacularized to produce another world. The more I
have thought about it, the more I have addressed its perseverance not just as a problem but as a
reality, and power, the more I have been led to think, you better have it, because you are not
going to make anything else without it. So that is how I think about it now.
Shelby: Does reconciling with sovereignty also have to do with anthropogenic politics and
approaching those inconceivable catastrophes that we are currently witnessing? It’s not totally
fleshed out, but I am wondering what can we gain from reconciling sovereignty, what kind of
benefit is there with reconciling the sovereign. Is addressing anthropocentric politics part of that?
Caroline: I understand what you mean by anthropogenic politics, human-centeredness, but is
there even a problem with being human-centered, or being human-centered in a particular way?
Because resilience and even something like New Materialism poses a problem for being humancentered, but critiques a particular type of human-centeredness, and perhaps, you are pushing us
to get past that type of human-centeredness to offer an alternative human or humanness.
Julian: Exactly, I am trying to get us past that simple critique of the human, the way in which
human beings have been made to feel about ourselves. Being human, there is no longer any
kudos to it. It is a source of shame and I want to get us past that source of shame, to revalorize
the human, and to take pride in being human. There is another paper that I have, and I am going
to talk about this one in New York, after this next week, where I read the wonderful film by the
Hungarian director, Béla Tarr, called the The Turin Horse (2011). Have you seen this one? I
really recommend it. It’s a great movie. It’s a film about a horse. It’s also a posthuman film. It’s
about when Nietzsche went mad; he went mad in the city of Turin in Italy. He came out of his
apartment and embraced this horse. This horse was being whipped by its owner. He comes out of

17

the apartment and embraces the horse and cries. He goes insane on that day. That was the first
evidence that Nietzsche was insane.
Alex: He goes home, strips down, thinks about shooting the Kaiser, and calls himself Jesus and
the devil, loses his mind.
Julian: Right. So, this is a film, not about Nietzsche, but about the horse, the Turin horse. The
film starts out with the owner driving the horse back from Turin into the countryside to the house
where he lives with his daughter. It’s a really miserable film. It’s shot almost entirely from
within the interior space of this house and this poor father and daughter couple who live on
potatoes, and who have no life, no existence, no future, who would like to leave and escape, but
have nowhere to go to, but still try to leave and go to another place, but they come back and the
mission fails. The landscape is sort of apocalyptic and it’s clear that the world is effectively
ending in this film and they have nowhere to go. Their existing shelter is going to fail them. It’s a
popular film in political theory and philosophy, including I have been told, Latour’s Gifford
Lectures published as Facing Gaia (2017). Latour, apparently, when he was giving those lectures
talked about how fantastic The Turin Horse is, and how everybody has to see it because it shows
us the present conditions of the human. We are finished and we’ve got nowhere to go to, and
there is just no future, it’s just all over, humanity is done. Humanity is also to blame for where
we are, there is nothing left, and there is this wonderful film that depicts that. What I do is to
read the film and show that that is completely wrong. There are two key scenes in the movie.
One is when a neighbor comes to the door asking for brandy and delivers this really intense
monologue denouncing the sociopolitical conditions of the city, Turin, to which they are attached
agriculturally and economically. But it’s the second and most important scene of the movie,
which is totally ignored in Latour’s analysis, as well as in a whole range of different
philosophical, and cinematic, and political readings of this film. It’s an absolutely brilliant scene
where a band of gypsies approach the house and the daughter is sitting at the window; she is
looking out. It’s a bit like watching Rear Window (1954) but from a peasant perspective. There is
a lot of looking out the window. She is looking out of the window on the landscape and these
gypsies are approaching and the father asks, “what is going on? Who is coming?” and she says,
“oh there are some gypsies coming.” And the father says, “no, no, no, you have to get rid of
them, they are going to rob our water.” And the gypsies come. So, she goes out to meet them,
and they want the water, so they go to take the water, and the father comes out and says, “go
away, go away, stop robbing our water” and they say, “you worm, you are pathetic, here take
some money.” And then they address the daughter, and they say, “hey, come with us, we will
take you, there is another world, there is another existence, life is still possible, it’s not as bad as
you think, come with us, we’ll show you.” She doesn’t go, fails, they go back inside to their
ending world, and the gypsies ride off into the sunset. But the whole point about the movie for
me, is that there is this intervention from the outside. And this demonstration of the fact that it is
possible to live another life, “the water is ours, the earth is ours,” as the gypsies literally say to
the girl and the father. You can take possession, there is still possession to be had, and that is the
message of the film. And that is a message you won’t get if you read Latour. It’s incredible that
someone could watch that film and that scene just passes like it didn’t happen, and likewise, if
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you look at the literature as I have done on the film, that scene is almost totally absent. People
read the film as though it is a totally negative depiction of the condition of the Anthropocene.
Some will say, “oh, it’s a film about a horse, it’s not a film about human beings.” It’s about a
horse, and what horses can teach us. And it’s true, the horse is a central figure of the film. The
horse hates the father. It is in alliance with the daughter. The horse empathizes with the daughter
and the daughter empathizes with the horse. And really, they both loath the stupid father figure
who you know doesn’t have any way out. He is kind of a poor and pathetic figure, and who the
gypsies themselves also denounce. It’s a really compelling movie, but not because of the reasons
Latour and others believe it to be compelling. It’s not just another example of the cinema of the
Anthropocene in the sense of instructing the viewer about the realities of a world that is ending
and an end which it cannot escape. It is quite the opposite. What it depicts is the blindness of the
human to the reality of the outside, its openness, and its potential. The father, especially, is a
character study in not just blindness but stupidity. A stupidity which functions as a regime of
control preventing the daughter from ever realizing her life chances. And a stupidity that
explains and justifies the poetic gesture of refusal of the horse of Turin; the very horse, we must
remember that Nietzsche embraced, not simply out of sympathy, but in solidarity with its
subjection to such a regime. If you are searching for the poetic subject today, and if you are
looking for an example of a poetic subject, a subject with the necessary imagination, the
necessary diffidence to power, then perhaps watch The Turin Horse.

19

“Think You Right: I Am Not What I Am”: Dialectical Self-Overcoming and the Concept of
Resilience
Benjamin B. Taylor
Department of Political Science, John Hopkins University, btaylo53@jhu.edu
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ways those in authority deploy it to secure their rule. I contend that the term “resilience”
embodies—etymologically and socially—the classical tension between “being” and “becoming”
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Introduction
The call for papers that SPECTRA advertised for this volume was titled “critiques of resilience.”
The rest of the call elaborated on the sense of “critique” in the title by explaining that the editors
were seeking papers “critically engage[d] with the notion of resilience by way of integrating
theoretical, empirical, literary, and ethnographic research.” What this makes apparent is that the
editors were not merely in want of a ruthless criticism of the concept of resilience aimed at
eviscerating it until it had been proved devoid of any value. Rather, the sense of “critique” is
closer to that brought to contemporary political theory from the tradition of the Frankfurt
School.i There are two intellectual histories, and thus two distinct meanings, that inform
“critique” in this sense. As Paul Connerton elaborates, “In the first, critique denotes reflection on
the conditions of possible knowledge,” while in the second, “it denotes reflection on a system of
constraints which are humanly produced: distorting pressures to which individuals or a group of
individuals, or the human race as a whole, succumb in their process of self-formation.”ii
Connerton labels the first of these senses “reconstruction” and the second “criticism.” What, the
project of Frankfurt School critique asks, is the basis on which human knowledge is necessarily
constructed, and what are the social conditions that stand in the way of various humans’ abilities
to live in the world in a free manner on the basis of these fundamental characteristics?
For my part, I am less indebted to the Frankfurt School for the manner in which I undertake
inquiry than I am to the Foucauldian spirit of analysis, which is less concerned with what
elements of knowledge might be said to be fundamental (reconstruction) and how these
fundamental elements are socially distorted (criticism). Indeed, Foucault once proclaimed in an
interview that “Nothing is fundamental. That is what is interesting in the analysis of society. …
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There are only reciprocal relations, and the perpetual gaps between intentions in relation to one
another.”iii
Foucault’s method, though, could nevertheless be said to retain a distinction between the two
senses of “critique” influential to the Frankfurt School, albeit in a modified form as
“archaeology” and “genealogy.” Like reconstruction, archaeology addresses itself to what “is” in
a given time, and like criticism, genealogy interrogates the social conditions that have permitted
certain regimes of knowledge to emerge at the expense of others. However, unlike reconstruction
and criticism, archaeology and genealogy do not presume that the present archive of knowledge
is natural and essential, nor that the social genealogy responsible for the present archive has
obscured some fundamental underlying truth of social organization that would free us if we only
recognized it. Foucault explicitly says as much: “Critique doesn’t have to be the premise of a
deduction that concludes, ‘this, then, is what needs to be done.’ It should be an instrument for
those who fight, those who resist and refuse what is. … It is a challenge directed to what is.”iv
In what follows, I offer a critique of resilience that disavows the fundamentality of social
formations but which does ground itself in what I believe to be an inescapable metaphysical
tension between “being” and “becoming.” I am not here interested per se in how discourses of
resilience are tactically deployed in a social struggle regarding identity, agency, and material
resources, though such explorations are important. Instead, I am more concerned with offering an
alternative to “critiques” of resilience that treat the concept as anathema and view its
proliferation as no more than a barrier to human emancipation. By exploring how the concept
“resilience” relates to the tendency of systems of knowledge to secure their own sedimentation, a
tendency constantly undone by the ontological open-endedness of life, I hope to show how
“resilience” is neither good nor bad in itself but instead contains political tools for both those
who wish to keep present relations of power as they are and those who would “fight … resist and
refuse what is.”
To this end, I offer four interlinked sections exploring, in the following order, the relationship
between the dialectical tradition, discourses of resilience, classical political theory, and ethics as
the autopoietic mastery and creation of the self. My argument is that resilience in some sense is a
necessary predicate of all subjectivity, and thus of all political programs subjects are capable of
undertaking. Consequently, we cannot totally abandon the concept, even as we must continue to
examine with suspicion the ways those in authority deploy it to secure their rule. Subjects must
first be resilient, though subjects who are merely resilient without higher aspirations to selfmastery are aesthetically contemptible, as are the regimes of truth and of material distribution
that frustrate subjects’ attempts to become other than they already are.
Dialectical Thought
In his postface to the second edition of Capital: Volume I, written in January 1873, Marx offers
brief comments on the popularity of the Hegelian dialectic and the way in which Marx’s own
materialist perspective redeems “the rational kernel within the mystical shell” of Hegel’s
philosophy. Marx writes:
In its mystified form, the dialectic became the fashion in Germany, because it seemed to
transfigure and glorify what exists. In its rational form it is a scandal and an abomination to the
bourgeoisie and its doctrinaire spokesmen, because it includes in its positive understanding of
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what exists a simultaneous recognition of its negation, its inevitable destruction; because it
regards every historically developed form as being in a fluid state, in motion, and therefore grasps
its transient aspect as well; and because it does not let itself be impressed by anything, being in its
very essence critical and revolutionary.v

Horkheimer and Adorno, writing some seventy years later, likewise emphasize this element of
dialectical thought, in which concepts, imbued with a potentiality that exceeds their origin, are
always laden with more meaning than they could have been intended to signify at their outset.
Horkheimer and Adorno applied this framework to the process of “enlightenment,”
demonstrating how the will to reach a final stage of Enlightenment is constantly negated through
the attempts it makes to achieve progress. In this continual movement, which is “a product of
dialectical thinking, … each thing is what it is only by becoming what it is not. … [D]ialectic
discloses each image as script. It teaches us to read from its features the admission of falseness
which cancels its power and hands it over to truth.”vi The conditions of knowledge at one
moment become the basis on which they are at the next moment shown to be untenable. The
danger of this will to Enlightenment for Horkheimer and Adorno is that when it becomes
systematized, it seeks to free itself from this unavoidable dialectical tendency by expurgating
every trace of mythology from the realm of knowledge, “detect[ing] myth not only in
semantically unclarified concepts and words … but in any human utterance which has no place
in the functional context of self-preservation.”vii This distinction is reflected in Kant’s and
Foucault’s respective answers to the question of what enlightenment is. For Kant, there awaits
the possibility of a final stage of actual enlightenment: an “enlightened age.”viii For Foucault, on
the other hand, it is an ongoing and “undefined work of freedom.”ix
Enlightenment’s social manifestation is found in a regime of truth that presents itself to its
subjects as if it were this finalized “enlightened age.” Accompanying it are disciplinary
apparatuses proliferated through modernity, capable of increasingly intense forms of
management that reduce objects to their mathematically quantifiable logical surfaces, to their
“abstract spatial-temporal relationships, by which they can then be seized.”x Whether the
disciplinary regimes of utilitarianism, Fordism, school, prison, and hospital or the “apparatuses
of control” deployed by biopolitical societies, the drive to further enlightenment proceeds
dialectically in pursuit of a teleological end in which the promise of full Enlightenment has
finally been achieved and the dialectic may finally be avoided.xi Here is the Hegelian mythology
manifested in scientism and positivism, for which the “real rational” expresses itself in purely
mathematical terms. “The actual is validated, knowledge confines itself to repeating it, thought
makes itself mere tautology.”xii
The vision of the dialectic as “a fluid state” in which everything “becomes what it is by
becoming what it is not” dates back to classical tensions between “being” and “becoming” best
captured in the competing philosophies of Parmenides and Heraclitus. Heraclitus’ famous
pronouncement, “One cannot step twice into the same river, nor can one grasp any mortal
substance in a stable condition, but it scatters and again gathers; it forms and dissolves, and
approaches and departs,”xiii contrasts with Parmenides’ denial of the possibility of true, not
merely apparent, alteration, which Parmenides rejected on the grounds that all alteration is the
generation of new characteristics out of nothing, which is philosophically impossible.xiv The
difficulty came to a head in “the Platonic tradition, … [where] the fact that man as a finite,
temporal being was different from the essence of humanity signified that ‘man was other than
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himself,’ i.e. his empirical, temporal, factual existence was not identical with the ideal, perfect,
extra-temporal Being of humanity as such.”xv The subject that appeared to exist, and as such
existed in a state of constant fluctuation, was in fact alienated from Being itself. That which was
not a part of the river becomes the river, even as the river is manifested through its interaction
with substances that were not original to it. Humankind as a concept is continuously manifested,
altered, and made what it always-already had to be through the behavior of particular humans.
Concepts, which must act as if they have captured timeless essences, are constantly undermined
by the real-world manifestations of the objects they ostensibly represent. As such, concepts
necessarily become themselves through the constant absorption of what they were not but must
presume themselves always-already to have been.
In early theology, adoption of the dialectic was necessary to solve the difficulty of why God
would have created anything at all. Explicating the Christian mystic John Scotus Eriugena,
Leszek Kolakowski explains it in the following way:
Speaking in the most general terms, it is the idea of the potential Absolute (a semi-Absolute, if
this expression can be permitted) which attains to full actuality by evolving out of itself a nonabsolute reality characterized by transience, contingency, and evil; such non-absolute realities are
a necessary phase of the Absolute’s growth towards self-realization, and this function of theirs
justifies the course of world history. In and through them, and above all in and through mankind,
the Deity attains to itself: having created a finite spirit it liberates that spirit from its finitude and
receives it back into itself, and by so doing it enriches its own Being.xvi

That which is must create out of itself and bring back to itself that which it is not so that it can
become what it always-already was. Essences project themselves outward onto and into the
objects, practices, relations, and encounters that they are not, that through the projection of
themselves as always-already more and other than what they are they might become, if
temporarily, that projection. The positivistic reduction of language to tautology combined with
disciplinary control thus destroys the transient potentiality of dialectical movement by
maintaining a tight control over the nexus of history–language–practice, such that everything
must remain itself in a non-fluid way. Disciplinary control, however, is always unstable. The
ontologically ineliminable quality of becoming renders disciplinization perpetually incomplete—
even as its inherent incompleteness drives disciplinization to increasingly draconian measures.
Discourses of Resilience
The concept of “resilience” has received significant critical attention over the last several
decades. For the past year, I have worked at a Virginia Tech research institution devoted to the
subject: The Global Forum on Urban and Regional Resilience (GFURR). There are several
similar institutes in the country and around the world devoted to studying “resilience” in one
form or another. At GFURR alone, we hosted three research clusters: financial resilience,
resilient infrastructure, and socio-political dimensions of resilience. The term emerged in a
scholarly setting in the life sciences, specifically ecology, during the 1970s, where it described
the ability of an ecosystem to recover and “bounce back” from shocks to its overall
composition.xvii Over the past forty years, the term has migrated into a variety of other fields,
including engineering, psychology, and the various social sciences. With the variety of fields
comes a variety of different valences of the term. As Phillippe Bourbeau details:
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Different disciplines have proposed different definitions and understandings of resilience. In
psychology, resilience usually refers to the capacity of an individual to adapt positively after a
traumatic event. Criminologists and social workers have proposed to “de-individualize” resilience
and to move away from the psychological understanding of resilience as a set of dispositional
qualities; they defined resilience as a “dynamic process” of positive adaptation in the face of
significant adversity. From quite a different angle, ecologists have employed resilience to
describe how an ecosystem can cope with a change of state, return to a previous state, or maintain
its function in the face of disturbances.xviii

The study of politics, specifically in international relations, has, according to Bourbeau, only
recently come face to face with the term.xix Scholars of politics, fulfilling their duty as the great
caretakers of Minerva’s owl, are themselves following in the wake of political adoption of the
term as “an operational strategy of emergency preparedness, crisis response and national
security”xx as well as its use in sustainable development and disaster management discourses.xxi
In the realm of international politics, as Brad Evans and Julian Reid have detailed, “Resilience is
defined by the United Nations as ‘the capacity of a system, community or society potentially
exposed to hazard, to adapt by resisting or changing in order to reach and maintain an acceptable
level of functioning and structure.’”xxii
Within the politically oriented fields studying resilience, it is a highly contested term. Many
scholars use the term “resilience” without a second thought. To these thinkers, it is simply a term
representing a positive trait worth inculcating. Others, however, are more critical. As Bourbeau
summarizes, “At the same time as these issues are being explored, new terms of dispute are
drawing a dividing line among IR scholars working with or on the concept of resilience. Scholars
attuned to Michel Foucault’s governmentality thesis argue that resilience is a product of
contemporary neoliberalism and constitutes a strategy permitting states to abdicate responsibility
in times of crisis.”xxiii The critical camp is the more interesting, by and large. Rather than
benignly accepting the positive value of resilience, they instead seize the Nietzschean baton and
race ahead to dethrone the vaunted value of our values. As Evans and Reid observe,
“[R]esilience is key to this new ethics of responsibility” in which “the vulnerable subject” is cast
as “the author of its own planetary endangerment.”xxiv Importantly, they argue, “resilience” is not
encouraged for all but only for those who cannot afford to free themselves from the bonds of
apparent necessity. The wealthy are able to fly themselves and their valuables out of harm’s way
well before disaster strikes. The poor and middle class, on the other hand, are left with mileslong traffic jams at best, no exit at worst. The “subject of security” replaced in neoliberal
ideology by the “subject of resilience” is only replaced for those who lack the necessary
resources to secure themselves.xxv
Yet there is, on the whole, something missing from this perspective as well, which treats the
“resilient subject” as if it were a wholly new phenomenon on the field of history, solely the
product of a neoliberal responsibilization of the subject. This critique is, when boiled down,
relatively straightforward. By emphasizing the need to “become resilient” in the face of
environmental, psychological, and economic calamity, economic and political elites ignore the
structural conditions that produce the calamities in the face of which one is to be resilient. The
irrational exuberance of capitalist markets is ignored, the need of consumers to “save for a rainy
day” emphasized. Global climate change and ecological degradation are forgotten, but the cities
and towns near the coast or under the face of volcanoes must find ways to cope when their
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livelihoods have been destroyed. Those subject to the constant strain of life under capitalism
need to learn mental techniques that prepare them to adapt to long hours, constantly being on the
clock, and the requirement for constant self-valorization, exchanging their anger for E*TRADE.
In all spheres of life, subjects are encouraged not to question the structural conditions that require
them to become resilient but instead to be on the lookout for how they can enhance their own
value.xxvi While this description does not necessarily capture the nuances of the many arguments
against resilience, which take such a variety of tacks that any short summary is incomplete, it
does provide the basic outline of the critical group’s attack on the term.
There is certainly value in the social critique levied by this group of scholars. It would be foolish
to deny that contemporary strategies of governance are oriented toward removing social
mechanisms of support from non-bourgeois subjects. How deep, though, can this critique
effectively penetrate? Must “resilience” be so negatively construed?xxvii Or can we both
acknowledge the ways in which it is often politically deployed while still hoping to salvage
something of it?
Etymologically, “resilience” contains within itself fundamental definitional tensions that offer
multiple potential meanings. According to D. E. Alexander, the “etymology of resilire, resilio
[the Latin predecessor of the term] is unknown, which indicates that it was probably a part of
standard Latin — as much as any such thing existed — in Classical times, and was thus a word
used occasionally by accomplished men of letters.”xxviii Félix Gaffiot’s Dictionnaire Illustré
Latin-Français, on the other hand, asserts that resilio is the combination of “re et salio.”xxix Re,
as in English, means “again, against.” Lewis and Short add that it “denotes either, A turning back
ward (Engl. back) … or, An opposition … A restoration of a thing to its original condition (e.g. a
freeing or loosing from a state of constraint).” It may also be used to indicate a “transition into an
opposite state” or a “repetition of an action.” Saliō means “to leap, spring, bound, jump, hop” or
“to leap, cover.” Resiliō draws from the former of these sense of re to take the meaning “to leap
or spring back,” “to spring back, start back, rebound, recoil, retreat,” or “to recoil, start back,
shrink from.” xxx
Clearly, the common political usage of the term privileges the sense of a return to a state that is
in some sense identical to the state that has been abandoned. But there is a second sense of the
term available as well, which, draws from a sense of re as “transition into an opposite state.” The
combination of re and saliō might perhaps then indicate the notion of “leaping or springing into
an opposite state” rather “springing back.” Resilience as “springing back” captures the longing
for a return to some past form of social organization, or at least alterations that can be interpreted
as a return from the perspective of those advocating it. It may thus also be a “return” for those
who are against such a “bouncing back,” as their prior conditions of existence within such an
imaginary may be, on the whole, negative. Contrarily, resilience as “springing or leaping into an
opposite state” contains within it an emphasis on transformation over time. It implies an
alternative response to the conditions or predicaments that characterize the plight of existence:
namely, the fundamental insecurity of continued being, both in terms of the instability of identity
(who “I am” is always under pressure) and in terms of mere perpetuation as a “thing” or
“subject” of some type.
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“Resilience” does not merely imply a passive acceptance or passive transformation into newness,
though. This response to the fundamental precarity of human existence lies between total
resignation to the flows of history (amor fati)xxxi and total rejection of one’s own emergence
(nihilism). There is within the re something that is becoming otherwise, something stable that
transforms itself into something new. These two poles, stability and newness, constrain the
agentic possibilities open to the subject. To be forbidden the right to protest what one has been
made or what one is becoming makes the project of being wholly inactive, passive, and
Bartlebyian. The subject leaps forward again and again, constantly becoming wholly alien to
itself.
On the other hand, nihilism functions as the absolute rejection of what one is, often expressed in
attempts to securitize an identity that come under pressure (a return to a “City on a Hill”; “Make
America Great Again”; “-phobic” or otherwise reactionary identities of all kinds). To accept new
social–political–identitarian formations as legitimate is to relinquish the desire to constitute one's
own identity against modes of alterity one had previously rejected. As Evans and Reid explain,
“Nihilism, thus understood [by Nietzsche], referred to the triumph of reactive thinking. It was all
about the negation of life as it appeared to be incapable of affirming that which is properly and
creatively different to human existence.”xxxii It is the perpetual longing for a “springing back.”
The definitional duality of “resilience” consequently positions it between these two poles of
acceptance and rejection of what one is, although in ongoing tension with each of them.
Resilience is at its simplest nothing more—but also nothing less!—than the dialectic of identity
itself. “To be” is to be in relation to other transient formations of meaning (which always, of
course, are only enabled to exist in relation to material practices) such that “being” is alwaysalready “becoming.” If one imagines, though, that “becoming” is always subservient to “being,”
operating teleologically in the pursuit of eventually reaching some previous or future social
formation that will permit becoming to cease, then we move in the politically dangerous
direction of totalitarian identities: the tautological and positivistic fascism of Enlightenment that
generated so much consternation for Horkheimer and Adorno. Because I have existed in relation
to certain modes of social organization, such an imaginary posits, it must always be the case that
I maintain such an existence. “I am who I am” because existence, my existence, is a necessary
perfection.
Contrarily, to acknowledge “being” as always-already “becoming” is to deny the regulative
fiction of a permanent “doer behind the deed” that is somehow prior to the “deeds” in which the
doer is both manifested and constituted. It also permits the opportunity, which some will treat as
liberating, some as petrifying, that “self-overcoming” is never complete (this, perhaps, is the fate
that we must learn to love). Work on the self is perpetual. The chaos within oneself is only ever
partially organized, and even that only from particular perspectives. The self is never shown to
be the work of a single intellect.
The crucial questions here are twofold: who is the “we” that survives, and what is the sense in
which the “we” survives? Given that there are no “identical actions,”xxxiii neither can there be
identical or permanent socio-cultural assemblages. There can be neither total preservation of past
identities nor subject that has totally reconstituted itself. There is instead only the “resilient”
subject: one that is always-already both itself and otherwise.
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Political Theory and Resilience
From this point of view, the call to “resilience” is not new. Rather, like the dialectic it reflects, it
lies at the foundational division between “being” and “becoming” perplexing Western
philosophical thought. In political theory, we can trace the first of these terms at least as far back
as the utopian vision of Plato’s Republic. The question that Plato seeks to answer is not the sort
of life that an ethical subject ought to live, a question to which any answer would be diachronic
because it would address the subject’s ongoing relationship to a fluctuating context. Plato’s
subject of inquiry is instead the internal structure of the just soul as understood through the
imaginary of the just city (the soul and city’s proper “being”). The just city is one in which
everything is located in its proper place: the craftspeople, the auxiliaries, and the guardians. This
of course includes the presumption that all those who are dwelling in the city are dwelling in
their proper locations and are doing so “properly,” which is why Plato, via Socrates, spends so
much time obsessing over the regulations subject to which his city’s guardians will live.
But what does it mean for someone to live “properly” and in their “proper place”? Any answer to
this inquiry will be synchronic in the sense that it implies a single, perfect arrangement to which
the fluctuating interactions of individuals only imperfectly correspond. Plato’s model attempts to
forestall the dangers associated with “becoming” by concerning itself first and foremost with an
idealized “being” that can function as the model for social organization.
Such an attempt is perhaps obviously self-defeating in that the perpetuity of a city or state
requires constant activity in order to ward off too-significant deviations from an idealized and
fictive form of “being” according to which the city or state is organized: it requires constant
“resilience” in a sense that is always actually a “springing toward otherwise” cloaked in a
rhetoric of “springing back” and supported by a variety of disciplinary mechanisms. But this
observation, that even preserving what already is requires ongoing dedication to its renewal, goes
back at least to Machiavelli, who concludes The Prince with a discussion of the need to deploy
virtu in order to forestall the vicissitudes of fortuna. According to Machiavelli, roughly half of
what occurs in the world is the result of human activity and agency in the world, whereas half is
the effect of chance and fortune, which demands that humans respond to it:
Nevertheless, since our free will must not be eliminated, I think it may be true that fortune
determines one half of our actions, but that, even so, she leaves us to control the other half, or
thereabouts. And I compare her to one of those torrential rivers that, when they get angry, break
their banks, knock down trees and buildings, strip the soil from one place and deposit it
somewhere else. … But although they are so powerful, this does not mean men, when the waters
recede, cannot make repairs and build banks and barriers so that, if the waters rise again, either
they will be safely kept within the sluices or at least their onrush will not be so unregulated and
destructive.xxxiv

In Machiavelli’s sense, then, the virtuous subject is the responsibilized subject is the resilient
subject. To take the preparatory steps permitting oneself to endure against forces larger than the
control of any single individual is to have virtue. This maintenance is, more or less, what is today
expressed as “resilience.” For Machiavelli, it was the heart of virtu.
Whose virtue, though, does The Prince contain? It is a treatise examining how a monarchical
ruler can best go about securing his rule over a delimited people contained within a specific
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territory. We might call it a discourse on governing for a proto-sovereign or pre-liberal sovereign
subject. When Foucault returns to Machiavelli’s writings in the former’s famed lecture on
governmentality, he contends that “government” here and in similar texts was about the “proper
disposition” of “men and things.”xxxv There are sections of Machiavelli’s discourses, such as
Machiavelli’s account of a virtuous army as one that is tactically well-ordered, that make this
link between virtue and order quite clear.xxxvi
Contra Plato, however, the form of order defended by Machiavelli is never quite static. The same
organizational decisions will not work in all instances, so the specific facts of each historical
situation must play a role in the lessons one draws from them. Consequently, the virtuous
principality or republic is one that is constituted such that the “right manner of disposing things”
will involve dynamically responding to the vacillations of fortuna. The virtuous prince possesses
not a specific plan of order but a dynamic capacity for ordering. Plato’s Republic, on the other
hand, is concerned with situating all and each in his or her proper role, presuming, it would
seem, that the capacity for preservation will be derived from this plan of order. The virtue of the
city is found for Plato in the fact of proper situation, not in whether the situating that has
occurred permits the maintenance of the city over time. Machiavelli’s account is diachronic,
Plato’s synchronic.
Foucault’s governmentality lecture, though it references Machiavelli and not Plato, perhaps
draws out a more Platonic account than a Machiavellian one. Governmentality is characterized
by its disposing of “men and things” after the fashion “proper to them.” There is here the
supposition that objects and subjects imply the set of social relations according to which they
ought to be ordered. Populations and economies should be increased. Health and hygiene should
be maintained. Markets should be left to self-regulate. Yet Foucault was acutely aware that
discourses, of which discourses of governance are one, do not merely find their subjects and
objects of management ready-made but instead bring them into being.xxxvii The “manner proper”
to “men and things” is only ever “proper” in relation to a supposed telos, which is either
explicitly enumerated or left hidden. For Machiavelli, the telos is clear: it is the maintenance of
the principality and republic because the endurance of the government over time is the basis of
its greatness. As such, there is no single set of synchronic relations that could be sufficiently
virtuous for ensuring the “resilience” of a political order; resilience is situational because it is
coterminous with life (here the life of the republic) itself.
The perniciousness of governmental rationality is that it consistently obscures its foundational
lacuna: the lack of a robust telos. Wealth and the population must be increased and kept healthy.
Why? What is health? Whose health? Is “increase” qualitative or quantitative? These ends
inevitably become socially coterminous with specific practices of management, and these
practices of management in turn become unquestionable ends in themselves rather than
contingent social formations that have emerged out of the relation of objects to the systems of
meaning that constitute their conditions of possible legibility, conditions that are always shifting
(genealogically) at the same time that they enable a specific set of relations at a certain moment
in time (archaeologically).xxxviii
Resilience as neither solely being nor becoming, as always related to contingent and shifting
circumstances that privilege (but not absolutely) the continuation of some already-existing
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subject embedded in an already-existing social formation, opens up the possibility of resilience
as a perpetual transformation that re-embeds substantive rationality of the form, “What is to be
done? Who am I, and thus who are we, to be and become?” What element of the already-existing
subject is to be saved, and what element is to be discarded? What is the mode of being toward
which we hope to spring? Why should we desire it? Emphasizing these questions displaces
functionalist forms of reason that treat certain goods as natural, given, and desirable, taking as
their only question how we are to maximize in a utilitarian sense the “good” of the presumably
stable object in question (population, health, life, etc.).
The Ethical Subject of Resilience
In the final chapter in their book critiquing resilience, Brad Evans and Julian Reid gesture at a
figure they describe as the “poetic subject,” a figure that goes beyond resilience on behalf of
generating new, potent worlds mysterious to us now but comprehensible from some future
perspective. Crucial to the poetic subject is its knowledge of “how to die,” or its ability to learn
how to do so. The project of philosophy, Reid and Evans assert early in the book, is that of
learning how to die: how to come to terms with death, but also how to become a subject other
than you are when you can no longer be who you have been.xxxix Resilience, they claim, cheats
us of who we can become by refusing us the right to be exhausted, which they take pains to
distinguish from being merely “tired.”xl
These authors are not alone in their assault on the requirement to remain the same that is implied
by the forms of resilience demanded by governing authorities. Let us here remember Foucault’s
anathematization of perpetual similitude: “Do not ask who I am and do not ask me to remain the
same: leave it to our bureaucrats and our police to see that our papers are in order. At least spare
us their morality when we write.”xli This element of Foucault’s thought has been taken up in
great detail by Sergei Prozorov, whose highly engaging Foucault, Freedom, and Sovereignty
draws from Foucault’s account of “concrete freedom” along with Giorgio Agamben’s arguments
on “whatever being,” the “politics to come,” and “potentiality” to advocate a perspective on
sovereign freedom as the capacity to refuse what one is, to “escape the camps” of predication
that seek to enact a diagrammatic abduction of identity. For Prozorov, freedom is found in this
capacity to refuse what one is, though the capacity alone is not enough. The messianic “politics
to come” involves the rejection of any predication so that one remains in a state of “whatever
being” alongside all the other “whatever beings” who have likewise maintained their freedom.
Prozorov acknowledges that this final stage probably exists only as an ideal, yet it does seem to
be his ideal, the maintenance of the potentiality in a suspended state free from commitments.xlii
Prozorov’s subject is not quite the subject to which Evans and Reid commit themselves. Evans’
and Reid’s subject is a subject becoming exhausted, a subject that must “die” in the sense that it
cannot continue as the subject that it is, the subject that it has been made to be. But it is not for
that reason a subject without commitments. As they write, “Poetry does not emerge free forming,
it is itself a craft.”xliii The poetic subject, it would appear, cannot “emerge free forming” either.
Instead, it draws, they argue, from both the “prophetic” and “parrhesiastic” modes of truthtelling. The parrhesiast, per Foucault, “reveals and discloses what people’s blindness prevents
them from seeing, but who does not unveil the future,” xliv while the prophet “is always
positioned between the present and the future, functioning to reveal what is hidden in the
future.”xlv
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Evans and Reid “argue for their [prophecy and parrhēsia’s] renewed use, and aim to show how
they are in effect already in use, in constitution and deployment of a more poetic aesthetic, the
dictum of which is that in seeing the end we do not fear it, that we live out the end in full
knowledge of it, while we renounce any call to organize with a view to trying to survive the end
in a game whose rules are written against us from the start.”xlvi Working together, these modes of
truth-telling permit the poetic subject to imagine the possibility of alternative worlds (prophecy)
while honing its power of discernment to determine which among those possible worlds it will
work to achieve (parrhēsia). Discernment of this sort must be undertaken by the subject from the
position it inhabits, even as the subject aims for new possibilities. This subject is one who is
capable of affirming parts of what it is while rejecting others. It is the subject that pines not
merely for a return to the past or its own survival but for the death of part of itself and the
development of that which is good.
There is no creation ex nihilo here, nor could there be. Instead, the poetic subject must cling to
what is good while throwing off the old and putting on the new. As Nietzsche put it in a section
of The Gay Science entitled, “One thing is needful”:
To ‘give style’ to one’s character—a great and rare art! It is practiced by those who survey all the
strengths and weaknesses of their nature and then fit them into an artistic plan until every one of
them appears as art and reason and even weaknesses delight the eye. Here a large mass of second
nature has been added; there a piece of original nature has been removed—both times through
long practice and daily work at it. Here the ugly that could not be removed is concealed; there it
has been reinterpreted and made sublime. … In the end, when the work is finished, it becomes
evident how the constraint of a single taste governed and formed everything large and small.
Whether this taste was good or bad is less important than one might suppose, if only it was a
single taste! … Conversely, it is the weak characters without power over themselves that hate the
constraint of style. … Such spirits—and they may be of the first rank—are always out to shape
and interpret their environment as free nature: wild, arbitrary, fantastic, disorderly, and surprising.
And they are well advised because it is only in this way that they can give pleasure to themselves.
For one thing is needful: that a human being should attain satisfaction with himself, whether it be
by means of this or that poetry and art; only then is a human being at all tolerable to behold.
Whoever is dissatisfied with himself is continually ready for revenge, and we others will be his
victims, if only by having to endure his ugly sight. For the sight of what is ugly makes one bad
and gloomy.xlvii

Nietzsche is a deft and agile thinker; he avoids privileging any specific ethos in this elaboration
of his ethical commitments. It is neither the stylistically coherent nor the stylistically fluid
subject—this itself is a coherence—that is necessary or desirable. It is the subject who finds itself
beautiful, who loves itself. This is subject who, for itself and for those who observe it, proves
that “it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and the world are eternally
justified.”xlviii
But does this subject not at a minimum require the subject of resilience? Is it not necessarily a
resilient subject, even though not all resilient subjects achieve the level of poetry? Is not the
remnant of “original nature” in Nietzsche the element of the subject that survives every prior
transformation, even as the subject constantly springs forth anew in a dialectical transcendence
and preservation of its prior conditions of possibility? Evans and Reid claim their account is not
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fatalistic, that they reject the “liberal” demand to be resilient on behalf of the poetic subject. But
to the extent that the liberal subject exists any more or less than the poetic subject, it exists, as
Reid and Evans seem to acknowledge, as an ideal that offers us a specific interpretation of the
world of experience. The ideal of the liberal subject is not necessarily either accurate or
inaccurate. Rather, it is dangerous because it slaughters the imaginative part of the human that
might “go beyond” as an arrow of longing and desire for some “higher” form of the self.xlix
Nevertheless, the biocultural assemblage known as the “human” remains more or less the same
irrespective of whether it imagines itself to be liberal or to be poetic, even as the imaginary
through which humans are made legible continuously (re)constitutes them. Consequently, the
death of any subject identified as human, even if it takes the form of a total exhaustion and
transformation into something else, is neither free nor unfree. Freedom is an existential,
ontologically inalienable capacity of beings that maintain themselves as existing things. This, in
fact, is liberalism’s greatest philosophical contribution to how we understand subjects: the
capacity for autonomy is expressed when we choose our attachments, a choice that history and
contingency always renders partially determined because it is thoroughly socially situated. We
imagine ourselves as free to be imaginative, even if the sources of our own constitution render
our imagination dull and insipid rather than lively and incipient.
The opposite of necessity is freedom, and with freedom comes the danger of power and its
capacity to unmake the subject. We are always more dangerous to ourselves and others than we
realize. This power exhausts at every moment our capacity to be the subject we understand
ourselves to be, but it is also the source of the capacity at each moment to cling to some part of
the subject we have been. We again inhabit the dialectic. Everything that exists is maintained
only as long as its constitutive elements, the elements said to be constitutive of it, attend to each
other.l Only images die. The materialities that collectively assemble to form the subject go on.
“For souls it is death to become water, for water it is death to become earth; out of earth water
arises, out of water soul,” Heraclitus writes.li Death and birth are simultaneous, perhaps even
overlapping. But for a subject—even a poetic subject—to create and master itself, its subjectness must survive. Bios needs zoē; more life needs mere life; the creative subject requires a
subject capable of first resisting that which threatens to overwhelm it so that it can move onto
more vibrant modes of being: it requires the resilient subject.
The critique of the resilient subject is well-made if the critique is of a subject that is only resilient
in the narrowest sense—a subject that works to survive so that it can continue clinging to the
form of life it could barely inhabit prior to catastrophe and can hardly hope to maintain in the
wake of it. Resilience is crucial, though, for any subject that would seek to transcend itself on
behalf of new and creative modes of existence. The not-yet-Absolute subject that must become
absolute. The potentiality constantly becoming actuality. The unfinished subject of freedom, for
whom the end only comes when the subject is finally forgotten. This is not a subject who is
forced to be resilient; it is a subject that must be resilient if it hopes to remain a subject in the
first place.
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Making Sense of Resilient Life at the International Center of Photography Museum
in New York City
Francois Debrix
ASPECT and Political Science, Virginia Tech, francdeb@vt.edu
Abstract: This critical essay reviews two recent simultaneous exhibits at the
International Center of Photography Museum in New York City in order to place the
concept of resilience in the contemporary context of human insecurity and violence. It
shows how the notion of resilient life is uncritically espoused by some contemporary
artists and photographers in a way that renders the concept of resilience commonplace,
expected, and unproblematic and, as such, incapable of offering a necessary challenge to
various forms of violence against bodies and lives today.

Recently, the International Center of Photography Museum in Manhattan, NY featured a
couple of exhibitions that, although not directly connected to each other, tackled head on
the themes of human insecurity, terror, and US government abuses and other human
rights violations in the face of perceived national threats.i
One exhibit, “Then They Came for Me: Incarceration of Japanese Americans during
World War II,”ii retraced through documentary photography the plight of US citizens and
legal residents of Japanese descent during WWII, before and after Executive Order 9066
was signed by Franklin D. Roosevelt (in February 1942, less than three months after the
attack on Pearl Harbor) and led to the forceful eviction, deportation to “relocation” camps
(many of them in the desert Southwest), and confiscation of personal property (including
land, housing, and personal belongings) of over 120,000 individuals of Japanese ancestry
in the United States. “Then They Came for Me” sought to recount through photography
the chronology of the deportation and incarceration, everyday life in the camps, and a few
moments of resistance to this massive incarceration policy, both during the period of
internment and immediately afterwards (most of the camps eventually closed in 1945).
The second exhibit, “Edmund Clark: The Day the Music Died,”iii featured several
projects by British artist and photographer Edmund Clark undertaken in the context of the
US-led Global War on Terror. Among Clark’s main themes were reflections, via various
photo montages, on the US government’s responses to perceived threats to national
security after 9/11, and the measures such threats (and fears) led to, including the
proliferation of detention sites such as Guantanamo’s Camp Delta, the creation of CIA
“black sites” throughout the world, and the implementation of “extraordinary renditions”
for terror suspects, Muslim people living in the United States and Western Europe, and
unlawful combatants from the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq (many of whom ended up in
Guantanamo or in various detention centers in Afghanistan or Iraq).
Whereas the “Then They Came for Me” exhibit was a fairly traditional photodocumentary display, with a collection of shots taken by well known 20th century
American photographers such as Ansell Adams and Dorothea Lange (who obtained
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authorizations from the government to capture some of the sights in the camps), or Toyo
Miyatake (who was relocated and managed to smuggle a camera and film materials)
about lives and people in the camps (but also with images of Japanese individuals’
property and land before and after the relocation order), “Edmund Clark: The Day the
Music Died” is a presentation of about eight of Clark’s projects about the US-led war on
terror from a detention/rendition standpoint. Unlike the photographic documentary
provided by the International Center of Photography (ICP) Museum based on Adams’,
Lange’s, Miyatake’s, and others’ works about the WWII Japanese internment camps,
where bodies, people, and human faces are prominently featured, Clark’s projects almost
never show any human presence, any bodies, or any faces.iv In both cases, the materiality
of the detentions, of the renditions, of the deportations, of the exceptional measures, and
at times of the violence and torture seems to take center stage. But, in the “Then They
Came for Me” exhibit, the violent materialities of life under conditions of
deportation/internment are achieved through what appears to be a necessary juxtaposition
of human bodies (or their faces) and objects (or remnants of objects and material
possessions). By contrast, in most of Clark’s projects, the materiality of detention or
rendition is made visible through a glaring absence of human bodies and human lives as
Clark’s photos, films, and collages almost always feature objects, furniture, structures
(including buildings), scriptures (letters, CIA operating manuals), and various effects that
seem to belong to nobody or may only evoke a fading memory of human presence. For
example, one of Edmund Clark’s most famous works shown at the ICP Museum as part
of this exhibit is his “Guantanamo: If the Light Goes Out” feature (completed in 2010) in
which, as the museum brochure puts it, “three interconnected experiences of home”v—
the spaces where the US military and military interrogators at Guantanamo live, the
spaces where the Guantanamo detainees are kept, and the homes and often bedrooms
back home of the Guantanamo detainees as they left them prior to being captured and
sent to Camp Delta—are shown next to each other, both enmeshed with and counterposed to each other, with no human body in sight.
Despite their divergent approaches—one is chronological, narrative, and documentary
whereas the other is disjointed, non-linear, and non-narrative; one is openly about human
life and human presence whereas the other puts objects and things primarily on display—
both exhibits are meant to provoke critical reflections, via visual representation, on
security and insecurity, the power and violence of government policies versus the
fragility of human bodies, and the capacity of life to resist and remain (or even restart) in
the wake of tragedy. In a way, put together, these exhibits are allegories about the power
of (human) life and the importance in the contemporary era of politics and terror of
(human) resilience.
In their book Resilient Life: The Art of Living Dangerously, political theorists Brad Evans
and Julian Reid explain that, as a concept, resilience is a modality of (human) life and
living that “promotes adaptability so that life may go on living despite the fact that
elements of our living systems may be irreparably destroyed.”vi The aim of resilience,
they continue, is to produce a “shared knowledge that will continually reshape the forms
of communities” while it goes on to sustain “core values which are deemed absolutely
‘vital’ to our ways of living.”vii Both in its presentation and in its content, “Then They
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Came for Me” appears to be a visual platform for resilient life. In this photographic
exhibit, the lives of US Japanese citizens and legal residents during World War II are
shown to have an astounding capacity to adapt to new political realities, to be re-started,
rekindled, or revived, even when most of the values that were attached to them
(community, family, home, land, nation) have been taken away, and eventually to
overcome violence and destruction so they may thrive again, albeit in different settings or
with the memories of the deportation and detention in them (as part now of the
experiences these human lives had to endure). In the end, despite the glaring injustices,
new vitalities were formed, life was able to adapt to different material conditions, bodies
survived, and a resilient humanity emerged out of all this.
On the face of it, “Edmund Clark: The Day the Music Died” seems to tell a different
story. Here, it appears, the concept of resilient life is challenged. First, as previously
mentioned, human lives and bodies are (often) nowhere to be found. The materiality of
things and objects, the brutal reality and realism of the photographed places where bodies
were (still are) tortured and lives were (still are) disappeared are primordially in evidence.
Second, some of the written traces that accompany Clark’s images testify to the inability
of some lives to persist or survive (to adapt to new “vital” conditions, in other words) in
the face of the power and violence of governments’ security and terror policies and
practices. The capacity of human lives and bodies, when faced with adversity, to
“become more responsive to a fate which is [ever] worse” (as Evans and Reid put it)viii
seems to have been taken away in many of Clark’s projects. Resilient life, perhaps, may
have met its match in the form of the US war (or terror) machine.
And yet it may be too simplistic to think of these two exhibits at the ICP Museum as
dialectical representations of resilient life (with one counter-posing the other on the
matter of human life and its capacity for endurance, adaptability, and possibly
regeneration). Indeed, Edmund Clark’s “The Day the Music Died” is still very much
obsessed by the fact of human life. It searches for, begs for, and seeks to retrieve life, or
at least traces of it, in places where it may have been taken away, and through objects and
things that may bring back memories of what once were normal human existences in
specific locales (homes, bedrooms, backyards) that have nothing to do with the violence
of war and terrorism. In a way, Clark’s photographic works are cravings for life, for
survivability or a more-to-life (as Judith Butler might have itix), and for resilience, in
particular. One of Clark’s projects, “Letters to Omar” (completed in 2010), displays
fragments of letters and other documents written about (and some meant to be sent
directly to) Libyan born UK resident Omar Deghayes detained at Guantanamo’s Camp
Delta. Deghayes only caught a glimpse of some of those written fragments, after they had
been thoroughly edited by his captors. In fact, as the ICP Museum’s brochure explains,
these edited fragments became crucial to the Guantanamo interrogators’ tactics of
control, torture, and punishment of Deghayes.x Over time, Deghayes, it was reported,
came to view these fragments no longer as proofs of support (from people and objects
from his previous life), but as tools of coercion and contrivance deployed by his captors.
Yet, in order to go on living some sort of life (in the camp, as a detainee), Deghayes was
forced to adapt and, in a way, to turn around what might have been traces of a life (and a
community, a family, and a home) that once were meaningful to his existence into
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something that negatively and oppressively now defined his confined living and being.
Put differently, in order to continue to live, in order for his (human) life to somehow
make some sort of sense, Deghayes was left with no option but to turn to or surrender to
resilience so that, once again, fragments of some enduring human life could still be
perceived and preserved. Or, at least, this is what Clark seems to want to suggest remains
crucial in this and other photographic projects throughout the exhibit.
Whereas “Then They Came for Me” is unabashedly about championing resilient life,
“Edmund Clark: The Day the Music Died” is a far more insidious support for and
encouragement of a human life that must adapt, must reinvent itself, and, against all odds,
must find ways to survive, or to somehow remain “vital.” In a way, as Evans and Reid
intimate, the fate of humanity is at stake (for example, when confronted with war-onterror era renditions, tortures, and deaths), and resilient life is an ultimate guarantee (or so
it is hoped) that “our ways of living” can still matter. In this vein, as Evans and Reid
further suggest, resilience is not just “a call to ignite some base level human instinct for
survival, even though… the reduction of life to this base level is a natural outcome.”xi
Rather, as Evans and Reid correctly state, resilience and resilient life are part of “an
ideological project that is informed by political and economic rationalities which offer
very particular accounts of life as an ontological problem” and, furthermore, which need
to make “the need to become resilient as a fait accompli.”xii Thus, Evans and Reid
conclude, resilient life becomes a “key strategy in contemporary regimes of power that
hallmark vast inequalities in all human classifications.”xiii
Ironically, despite appearances, “Edmund Clark: The Day the Music Died” is perhaps
more complicit with contemporary regimes of power (including those that seek to do
away with some lives to the alleged benefit of others) than the photographs from the
WWII Japanese internment camps taken by Adams, Lange, Miyatake, and others. This is
not to say that Clark necessarily intends for his work to be supportive of the US war on
terror or US securitization and counter-terror strategies. But what this means though is
that Clark’s blind endorsement of resilience and resilient life, even if and when human
bodies are not on display, undercuts the critical aspirations in many of his projects. Put
differently, a desire to refigure and reconfigure human life at all costs, to allow it to adapt
to some of the worst possible (inhuman?) conditions, makes Clark’s seemingly critical
photographic work another moment (perhaps not a crucial moment, but a moment
nonetheless) in “the ideological project” put forward by dominant contemporary
“political and economic rationalities” and instrumentalities that have a lot to gain in
keeping the US-led war on terror and its policies and practices of detention, rendition,
torture, violence, and often death alive. Thus, similar to the way we are meant to read the
“Then They Came for Me” exhibit, and even if it does so in a less visually obvious
fashion, the call for resilient life as it is presented in Clark’s projects at the ICP Museum
blunts much of the critical work that his photography is hoping to perform.
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Spinning Anthropocenarios: Climate Change Narratives
as Geopolitics in the Late Holocene
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Abstract: This essay reconsiders research programs in environmental studies as they confront
the Anthropocene. While scientific investigations are conducted with a commitment to clarifying
the scientific record for geological sciences, the interpretation of their goals, methods, and results
have also become more fluid cultural, political, and social narratives with complicated and
conflicted implications in today’s economy and society. Anthropocene studies, which have
assembled multi-scale projects of multidisciplinary teams, now aspire to steer geoscience
analysis, in part, toward planet-wide management of today's rapid climate change events as they
propound new objects of study and control. This study poses some questions about these trends.
Is the turn to the Anthropocene, which can easily serve be another mystified narrative for the
“rise of the West” since the fifteenth century, an attempt to sustain technocratic projects for
centers of power and knowledge based in the West? As with all politics, what decisive struggles
are at stake between "who, whom" in these shifting geopolitical debates that now are cloaked in
the advanced study of physical and social sciences?
Keywords: Anthropocene, Cultural Politics, Holocene, Ethnocentrism, Imperialism

Introduction
This essay critically reassesses what appears to be a “new geopolitics” tied to the intense
politicization of how to understand the planet Earth’s past, present and future ecological
conditions.i Just as certain scientific conventions were ratified to label the present epoch, the
Holocene, a fresh debate has developed about the advent of its proposed successor age in deep
time, namely, the Anthropocene epoch. The controversial conceptualization of this new
geological time period in the research programs of many learned disciplines, in turn, has sparked
considerable attention in academia, government, and civil society.
Ironically, the Anthropocene epoch still has not been formally presented to the International
Union of Geological Sciences (IUGS) for official adoption, even though the term has been
bandied around for nearly 20 years as a widely recognized concept. Instead the still contested
idea of the Holocene epochii has been formally sub-divided into three ages: the first being the
Greenlandian (11,700-8,360 BCE), the second more recent period is the Northgrippian (8,326 to
4,250 BCE, and the third most recent age is our current time, namely, the Meghalayan (4,250
years ago to the present), according to an IUGS directive announced on July 13, 2018.iii
Despite these official conventions shifting in prevailing international scientific research
organizations, the concept of the Anthropocene remains so attractive that it has morphed to a
new narrative. At the same time, this notion has colonized a broad spectrum of scholarship in
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cultural, physical or social geography as well as an array of loosely allied pursuits in various
environmental humanities and social science networks that are all either weighing the merits or
celebrating the attractions of Anthropocene concepts.iv Such widespread attention, however,
requires asking a tough question. Since the Meghalayan age is unlikely to thrill either humanists
or scientists to the same degree as the Anthropocene epoch, why does the unofficial latter term
remain so popular? To what degree do these popular, but informal efforts in many disciplines
misinterpret a set of new world historical relations, which appear to be mystified in geological
deep time discussions in ways that occlude subtle technocentric, racialized or ethnocentric
perspectives in the discursive constructs of this new geopolitics?
On one level, the Anthropocene narrative has become an all-purpose cause, effect, and context
for almost any discursive project that makes rigorous disciplinary doubt seem irrelevant. Beyond
such narratological fashion statements, however, one wonders if more is revealed in the
popularity of these temporalized geopolitical ideas than many of their celebrants in many debates
and disciplines care to consider? On closer inspection, it seems neo-Orientalist narratives quietly
lace together the enthusiastic production and reception of Anthropocene theses, and perhaps the
Anthropocene narrative is a stealthy Occidentalist cartography for mapping embedded cultural,
economic and political inequalities with technological, racial or ethnonational coordinates for
these new geopolitics at the end of the Holocene epoch in the Meghalayan Age?
The “early Anthropocene” school of thought, for example, reconsiders the significant role of
prehistoric and ancient humans around the world (during the Upper Age of the Pleistocene epoch
as well as all three of the Holocene’s newly named ages) in causing extensive anthropogenic
changes in their proximate environments with early urbanization, the use of fire, and settled
agriculture,v but it is usually dismissed in these new geopolitical discussions. Such early
Anthropocenarios speculate about the environmental impact of all humans everywhere, who had
diverse racial roots, cultural heritages and natural habitats in different world regions during the
Pleistocene epoch as well as at the decisive turn from the Upper Paleolithic through the Neolithic
phase of human technological evolution.vi While less extensive in scope and intensive in scale,
this school of thought maintains Earth’s atmosphere and biosphere were modified perceptibly
millennia ago by anthropogenic factors that are still not yet completely understood. Ranging
from the widespread ecological uses of fire by prehistoric hunter-gather societies or practices of
early sedentary agriculture to the foundings of urban centers around the world in Asia, the
Americas, Africa, and Europe or the breakthroughs of early metallurgical technologies millennia
before the present era, humans already were leaving discernible traces in geological time.vii
Because these changes were often long ago, far away, and not easily credited to wealthy,
powerful centers of technological prowess today, they are downplayed as the curiosities of
antiquity almost irrelevant to the debates today.
Standing in opposition to this plausible account of early pervasive environmental changes, the
“recent Anthropocene” school of analysis looks to the more favored forces of machine
technology, European culture, and capitalist modernity almost without qualification. It focuses
on the carbon economies of steam power behind the global capitalist modernization launched by
white European empires.viii As these “first adopters” of carbon intensive life styles imposed
exploitative colonial economies on non-white subjugated peoples, the Anthropocene is made
coextensive with fossil fuel burning in urban-industrial capitalist Europe following the 1760s,
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and excessive petroleum consumption during “the Great Acceleration” after World War II in
North America and Western Europe.ix On the one side of ledger, how much is this unbalanced
reaction can be tied to credible scientific evidence? And, on the other side, to what extent is this
response simply the power of narrative overwhelming audiences, which enable this idea’s
reception to fit their ethnic, racial, and technological preconceptions, regardless of all other
evidence?
Anthropocenarian Beginnings
Anthropocene terminological memes have been circulating without extraordinary celebration
within a few biological and geoscience research networks in the Northern hemisphere since the
1980s, especially in work by Eugene F. Stoermer from the University of Michigan. Their use,
however, quickly expanded only in 2000 after Paul J. Crutzen, a 1995 winner of the Nobel Prize
in Chemistry, protested at an IGBP symposium in Mexico about how a colleague in one session
had mapped out the sweep of the Holocene. Well aware of Stoermer’s work, Crutzen exclaimed
that era was over and Anthropocene narratives began to proliferate quite rapidly after this
rhetorical intervention.x To push for the rapid ratification of the Anthropocene in the global
science community, these two scientists also tagged the installation of fossil-fueled steam engine
technology in Western Europe during the late eighteenth century as the key shift for scientific
investigations on behalf of “all Humanity” to mark the demise of the Holocene.xi
Here the power of narrative as cause, effect and context in North Atlantic and Western science,
in fact, legitimizes a number of explicit and implicit assumptions about the Anthropocene -- what
it means, how it matters, and who must do act now to guide others -- as discursive maps
for/about the “first adopters” of carbon-based “fossil capitalism.”xii This technocentric,
racialized, and ethnocentric spin begins turning in Europe’s Industrial Revolution, and scientific
analyses are sucked into its vortices, which shrouds these divides and their problematic
conceptual origins in earlier “the West” versus “the Rest” discourses.xiii Unavoidably, these
fashions belie subtle prejudices for Western technoscientific authority, imperialist privilege,
paternalistic neocolonialism, or European ethnocentrism becoming embedded in the
Anthropocene as a global meme.
By tracking the development of mechanical fossil fueled technologies, and tying their adoption
to rapid climate change, the scope of Anthropocene thought parallels other historic developments
identified more grandiosely in different triumphalist narrative registers by historians around the
North Atlantic Basin, like “The Age of Exploration,” “The Age of Discovery,” or “The Age of
Enlightenment.” These overblown civilizational labels connote instances of Occidental collective
congratulation or moments of civilizational triumph for the great mercantile empires of
Europe.xiv In fact, it is difficult to disentangle these discourses from Western ethnopreneurial
mythologies that implicitly frame the Anthropocene idea. Those myths mystify how brutal
colonization, ethnic cleansing, and settler rule all were essential for the “sustainable
development” of the new world capitalist ecologies launched during “The Age of Discovery.”
Some have fretted about the ecological devastation cascading from the European “Age of
Exploration,”xv because it also is brazenly a Western “Age of Expansion,” but many scientists
and humanists as well as their audiences still see the footprints of Humanity at large on the
beaches of the Anthropocene.xvi
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While they are, indeed, members of humanity, powerful Western individuals socialized within
specific cultures, ethnicities, languages, and class/gender/racial identities also are granted
privileged narrative authority and practical significance in such conceptual dynamics.
Leveraging Occidentalizing intellectual guile, cultural allure, and brute force, their narratives,
like their global empires, dominate Orientalized others within their own societies as well as other
countries in addition to almost obliterating those important trends from pre-history with this
recent history.xvii From one perspective, they perhaps have a responsibility to protect the
vulnerable, but they also gain the capacity to mystify the victimizers of vulnerable victims. From
another perspective, this power also gives them the discretion to decide when, where, and who to
protect. Even then, how long will this protection continue, and for whose benefit?
On the one hand, the close coevolution of Anthropocene developments and devastating imperial
atrocities in the imposition of racial domination over the past 250 years cannot be denied.xviii
Nevertheless, it is slightly shocking, on the other hand, to see how the exclusionary logics of
race/gender/class embedded in Occidental empires, neocolonial networks and corporate
globalism since 1492, 1918 or 1945 have not lessened, much less ended, in these debates. In
what manner then is the Anthropocenarian debate about managing today’s anthropogenic climate
change itself becoming another subtle rearticulation of neoimperial, exclusionary, and racial
privilege for key anthropogenitors of this destruction? And, how can these tendencies persist in
explicit and implicit research agendas of the physical and natural sciences, which naively
attribute all of the current costs of rapid climate change to “Humanity as species being” all the
time? With the more recent reaffirmation of vitalist philosophies (once so popular and celebrated
during the hey-day of Victorian and Edwardian scientific racism and imperial expansion), fresh
collectives of “new materialist” thinkers are forming their ranks. As they gather, many assign
decisive agency in today’s new geopolitics to mystified social/cultural assemblages of “vibrant
matter” around the Earth (seen now as “Gaia”), whose human and nonhuman actants are
depicted as shaping the Anthropocene as much by accident as by design.xix
The power/knowledge couplets these concepts thrive upon, however, are still derived from
“Enlightenment” reasoning.xx With potent new mixtures of greater Western power pitted against
Non-Western comparative powerlessness, and Western knowledge displacing non-Western
superstition, belief or ignorance during the last three centuries of modernization and
development, these trends also are linked directly to the Anthropocene in a “New
Environmentalism.”xxi While many believe relations of imperial inequality were at least partly
suspended, if not decisively ended, by waves of decolonization, national liberation, and self-rule
that rose in the twentieth century, it often appears that the Anthropocene reinscribes civilizational
power, position, and privilege into contemporary history, not unlike Samuel Huntington’s
accounts of “The West” struggling against “The Rest?” Furthermore, is this clash of
civilizations, which is linked to racial, ethnocentric, and class-centered barriers of days past, now
again in play with Anthropocene thinking about “first adopters” and “late adopters” of fossil
capitalism?
Taking the Anthropocene Turn
When speaking of the broader sweep in Anthropocene thought, there is no fixed formal
agreement with regard to all of its causes. Yet, most proponents repeatedly suggest with nearly
complete certainty that an agent known as Man, or “the Anthropos,” is causing this destructive
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chaos at the conjuncture of geological and historical time.xxii And, those effects definitely are
shifting the course of nonhuman and human history.
Implicitly imperialist dialects, carrying strange tones of Victorian arrogance, have returned with
the initial popular characterizations of the Anthropocene over the past decade, and frequently in
the elite press of the world’s major economic and political powers. The National Geographic in
March 2011 with an article by Elizabeth Kolbert announced, for example, “Enter the
Anthropocene--Age of Man” to spotlight “a new name for a new geologic epoch--one defined by
our own massive impact on the planet”xxiii to mention only one of many such declarations in the
popular press conveying the same civilizational presumption of authority for this vague
contemporary American “our-ness” in “the West” over and against “the Rest.”
Who gains from such intellectual declarations, and why issue such historic pronouncements?
These geopoliticizing stories fret about the fate of all Humanity, and they explicitly tag
Humanity per se as the cause behind the Holocene’s demise. Still, the Anthropocene largely
cashes out as the energy-intensive workings of a few very privileged groups of humans in
powerful Western empires and nations that tie together extraordinary economic power and
technological knowledge. Moreover, these social forces are invested professionally in specific
cultural institutions, ideological practices, and economic interests that largely remain wealthy,
white, and Western. These scientific assessments of the destructive ecological impact of the
Anthropocene, even when they focus upon particular networks of small elite populations over the
past few centuries, always attribute this degradation to all Humanity as species being. The
Anthropocene discourse also now supports deputizing an even smaller cluster of elite scientific
experts to rescue “Humanity” and “the Earth” over the next few decades, even though those
groups also are small in number and not widely dispersed around the world. These campaigns for
legitimating the Anthropocenarian narratives, then, simultaneously are condemning the actions
of Man since the eighteenth century for causing catastrophic environmental changes, and then
stepping forward to redeem both Man and the Earth with the same tools, only now under more
enlightened projects of implementing climate engineering, planetarian governance, and a new
geopolitics.
The “Age of Man” was a dominant ideological meme in post-1885 Victorian and Edwardian era
narratives of Manifest Destiny, Exploration and Discovery, Civilizing Missions, Imperial
Grandeur, Progress and Wealth or even Survival of the Fittest, because a few dominant world
powers directively coded this “Age of Man” as the high times of wealthy, white, Western man.
Such technocentric, ethnocentric, and chronocentric reasoning is another implicit quality in
Anthropocenarian thought. On the one hand, it applauds Western cultural, economic, and racial
superiority, while, on the other hand, it frets over why all Humanity has caused today’s
environmental catastrophes.
The Clash of Westernization and Resternization
This tacit pride in technological attainment, energy efficiency, scientific capacity, and material
wealth in the West carries at its conceptual core a darker object-oriented ontology and vital
materialist epistemology than those celebrated in studies of “the fragility of things”xxiv or
“vibrant matter.”xxv It is another fracture line in today’s “clash of civilizations” for the “remaking
of world order.”xxvi Taking hard-won wealth, power, and position creates a big carbon footprint,
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and keeping these strategic economic and political capacities requires as much, if not more
energy extraction and expenditure. For decades, these processes have been understood as the
distinctive attributes of “Westernization” as certain Western nations perfected these capabilities,
and a few other non-Western nations struggled to emulate, equal, and perhaps exceed them to
avoid lessened power, prestige, and privilege in the parallel process of “Resternization.”
Over the past 150 years, far-flung regimes of many types, like Qajari Persia, Chakril Thailand or
Ottoman Turkey, Tsarist Russia, Ching China or Meiji Japan as well as their contemporary
successor states, aspired to become as carbon-based, resource-exhaustive, and energy-intensive
as England, France, The Netherlands, Germany, Italy, or the United States. Yet, only a few, like
Japan, the Russian Federation, and parts of India, Brazil, or the Peoples Republic of China have
succeeded. Arguably, their relatively greater wealth comes from having shifted urban-industrial
segments of their economies and societies to utilize more carbon-intensive energy.xxvii The
residents in dozens of other non-Western countries, however, must endure material existences far
less energy-intensive than those enjoyed by most in the West. And, they now teeter on the edge
of remaining “Resternized” by “the first adopter Westernized” as well as “the late adopter
Westernizing Restern” countries. Again, the fossil fueled power of the West is affirmed as
mighty enough to change the climate; but, it also empowers those at the top of the world’s
geopolitical hierarchies to police the ultra-modern frontiers of “the West” against intrusions from
the still failing modernization efforts of “the Rest.”
In the abstract, the Anthropocene epoch is not a new limit imposed upon human freedom any
more than modernity constituted an escape from the constraints of Nature’s necessity to realize
greater human liberty in the workings of the Economy, Society or State. The relatively stable
predictabilities of biospheric conditions in the Holocene, as it is changing or even ending in the
Meghalayan age, are less certain. Still, the Anthropocene epoch has implied losing the more
stable conditions of the Holocene. Climate scientists have, more or less, accurately estimated the
ecological costs of, and the physical limits to human fossil fuel burning--as threats to the
biosphere--for 30 to 45 years, but they have been largely ignored in policy circles until recently.
Widely discussed plausible knowledge of “ecological overshoot”xxviii prompted little effort
before 1991 to scrupulously respect or even notionally acknowledge these biospheric limits.
Winning the Cold War mattered far more than warming up the planet’s biosphere, so those
repeated worries and warnings were ignored. Indeed, the decades with the greatest human
exploitation of natural resources have come over the past 40 to 50 years. Human population
levels have more than doubled, nonhuman species declined in numbers and variety, urbanization
became the dominant form of everyday life, and almost as much fossil fuel has been burnt in the
last 35 years as was consumed during the prior 200 years. Heedless license to spur countries to
seek greater economic growth has, time after time, trumped conscientious respect for rigorous
ecological or economic limits.
The ambiguities implicit in differentiating the Holocene from the Anthropocene, if one does not
accept the pre-historic interpretation of Anthropocenic shifts in climate with early agriculture,
metallurgy, and urbanization, push many authorities to endorse the later advent hypothesis (the
proliferation of steam engines after the 1760s fueled by coal) or the most recent assessment (the
“Great Acceleration” thesis dated more precisely as beginning in the years of the great post-WW
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II economic boom from 1945 to 1973), if only due to the greater emissions of chemical
pollutants, chimney smoke or automobile exhaust. Given the inherent propensity of living
intellectuals to date modern historical watershed moments as coterminous with their own lives, it
also is no surprise to hear mostly the findings of scientists and technicians born after 1939
touting the validity of Anthropocene ideas.
The Anthropocene thesis, as its tenets have been propounded in Canada, the United States,
Australia, European countries or Japan, anchors a geopoliticized claim about endangerment and
empowerment. Very particular social forces in these countries claim to have recognized the
threats first, and they are now also ready to counter their ill effects. For other nations, economic
development needs to be attained, and the natural resources required for sustaining
developmental growth must be expanded to legitimize their social contacts with their
populations. If growth itself is the greatest danger to the Holocene, then it is not a surprise to see
the largely white Western countries--where fossil capitalism has had the strongest, oldest, and
greatest impact on everyday life--now demanding ultimate control over its future expansion
everywhere.xxix From 1945 through today, it is evident to all that largely Western technology is
the monstrous force behind the Great Acceleration, and the prime directive of New
Environmentalism “to love your monsters.”
Anthropocenarian thinkers admit rising affluence does have irrational, destructive, and farreaching effects. These outcomes, however, are endangering the ecological services of key
planetary systems, while indelibly marking the impact of “Humanity’s mastery over Nature”
attained during recent historical times within the materialities of geological deep time. To save
the planet, these trends must be redirected radically. In turn, wealthy Western powers want
control over this redirection through new geopolitical conditions and specify who will direct
how, when and where new advances will be made to save the Earth.
Such Western technocratic tendencies resonate in the neoimperial assessments of Anthropocenebased analysis mobilized in policy-making and scientific communities in the US and Europe
today. Seeking to repurpose climate trends, drought data, flooding reports or weather information
into actionable intelligence for policy-makers, NASA researchers, for example, have asserted the
last 15 years in the Middle East are among the most extreme drought years of the past 900
years.xxx Using weather information and tree ring records from North Africa, Greece, Turkey,
Jordan, and Syria compared to data from southern France, Italy, and Spain, analysts for NASA at
its Goddard Institute and the Lamont Doherty Earth Observatory at Columbia University
concluded the last two extraordinarily dry decades also have been years of economic stress and
social turmoil. While these abrupt changes were attributed to general anthropogenic causes, their
specific impact fell hardest in Syria where agricultural production broke down rapidly, forcing
1.5 million farmers into Syria’s cities.
Even though such analyses are heavily contested,xxxi the resultant loss of productivity, food
sources, employment, and water supplies in the Levant has been cited as worsening the political
instability of the whole region, triggering civil strife in Syria, and fueling the rise of ISIS in
2010-2011.xxxii These researchers regard such geopolitical developments across the region as
tragic, but the obvious worry at center stage here was about the West, not the rest of the planet. A
flood of refugees from the Levant was spilling into Europe along with thousands of other

48

displaced peoples from across Africa and the Middle East. In addition to countering the ISIS
security threat, the never-ending need to generate safe spaces and provide jobs is presented as
falling on the backs of Western powers as these displaced Resternized populations struggle to
escape their homelands and gain greater security in Europe or North America.
Naturalizing these economic, political and social events in Syria since 2011 as “environmental
disasters” downplays, or even misconstrues, how the civil strife, economic stagnation, and state
failure engrained by the West in these areas since 1918 are the bigger factors at play. State
failure, and not climate change, could also be regarded the main cause of a diminished capacity
to adapt to agrarian crises, cultivate civic resilience, and prevent population displacement.
Despite the strategic mistakes made by London, Paris, and Washington after 2011 in coping with
the Arab Spring across Syria, Western experts regard this, and many other geopolitical events
around the world, as the product of natural causes.
To highlight only this one case, the narrative of the Anthropocene serves as their geopolitical
pretext to manage these sites, monitor the worst ecological effects locally, and mitigate further
losses globally by assuming authority, when and where they can, to allay comparable disasters
elsewhere in the future.xxxiii Again, Westernizing technoscientific power is affirmed as mighty
enough to change the climate, but also ready to respond to other crisis events with continuous
military surveillance, sporadic rescue actions, and emergency relief effort in Restern regions to
police the frontiers of wealthier Western “tame zones” against the rest of the world’s
impoverished “wild zones.”xxxiv
At the same time, however, the Anthropocenarian monitors and managers in the world’s
advanced industrial societies also speculate that they can mitigate these dangers effectively
through cybernetic, physical, managerial and social science as it has developed in laboratories
and universities tied into key governance centers--headquartered mainly in “the West,” or
Canada, the United States, Australia, European countries, and Japan. To save the biosphere,
adapt to climate change, and safeguard biodiversity, the Anthropocene bloc of technicians,
scientists, and other experts are lobbying hard to sell these particular plans as those needed by all
men and women everywhere. The mass media’s “welcome to the Anthropocene” comes
expectedly in The Economist or New York Times. Predictably, intrepid Western experts demand
the authority to call out its causes, track down its effects, and mitigate its dangers, which will, in
turn, empower these particular Anthropocenarian cadres. Pivoting off Huntington’s analyses,
their politics embodies “Western” enlightenment reason itself facing down the barbaric chaos
and conflict of the “Restern” zones that too many Anthropocenarios represent as plaguing the
world today.
Nonetheless, it is apparent that sustaining rapid on-going global development perpetuates the
exposure of the non-Western world’s human populations to endangerments that also justify these
Western scientific experts’ great empowerment. This unconscious presumption of prime
authority could be made easily in the 1950s and 1960s when the liberal capitalist democracies of
the West maintained a strong monopoly over most scientific knowledge creation.xxxv With the
UN’s far-reaching multinational, multicultural, and multidisciplinary organizational efforts,
however, in the UNEP in the 1970s, as well as the inclusion of more non-Western scientists
during the years from the 1992 Rio Conference and 2012 Rio + 20 Conference in the IPCC

49

subcommittee’s reporting on climate change in the 1990s, what was once a small exclusive club
of Western experts has opened up for new recruits. That said, this club’s culture is ethically and
politically unrelenting; hence, its newer experts essentially share this larger neo-Occidentalist
vision of the Anthropocene and its management.xxxvi
Anthropocenarios in Action
The appeal of the Anthropocene cannot be easily disentangled from the blatant neo-Promethean
implications of its grounding in technological rationality. Latour asks some interesting questions
of the vague global “us” about who constitute the abstract human “we,” namely,
How can we remain unmoved by the idea that we are now as dangerous to our life
support system as the impact of a major meteorite? How can we have the same definition
of ourselves, now that all the terms which earlier were metaphorical (terms like
“upheavals,” “tectonic shift,” and “revolutions”) have become literal: yes, indeed,
collectively we are just as powerful as what caused three or four other mass extinctions-some scientists use the word Anthropocene to describe this new geological era. Do you
feel proud of that? Some might, actually, so big, so mighty!xxxvii

At the same time, Latour’s ironic questions fall flat. Far too many Western social forces actually
are proud of this evident power, and the technoscientific control it creates is worth any effort to
forestall any effort to at all lessen their domination over world science and technology.
The Anthropocene, then, now unfolds, in part, as another neoimperial Western narrative. This
fact is reflected explicitly in the Great Acceleration’s onset, since the radioactive traces of
America’s first atomic bombs serve as this era’s initial hard scientific indicators of
anthropogenic world-altering change.xxxviii On the one hand, European and American scientists
working in a vast hidden complex of many underground nuclear laboratories on weapons of
atomic mass destruction in the Manhattan Project were lionized for decades as extraordinary
talents whose genius made possible humanity’s power to change life on Earth almost instantly.
Yet, on the other hand, this myth is yet another crude neo-Victorian mystification of geopolitical
privilege, because all Humanity does not have this nuclear power. The USA, and then the USSR,
Great Britain and France did acquire it first. And, the Manhattan Project and its “Project A”
initial trio of atomic explosive devices did not immediately change life in the future all over the
Earth forever. Rather these changes arrived gradually with toxic mine dumps, poisonous
industrial wastes, and horrendous atomic mishaps suffered by too many people at certain places.
In the USA, it was more immediate--Oak Ridge, TN; Hanford, WA; Los Alamos, NM,
Alamogordo, NM, while outside of America it came quickly at Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the
war-time atomic bombings of Japan.
Neoimperial Western privilege, in turn, has imposed its prerogatives through nuclearity on
heavily policed; less Westernized places, including many internal colonies within Western
homelands, to evince the alleged power of all Humanity over Nature. This historical myth about
nuclear power, however, is a complex racial, cultural, technological, and now geopoliticized
ideology masked by technocratic geosciences. Largely white, European, North American, and
male scientists, soldiers, and statesmen imposed these ideologies as slow or quick violence in
New Mexico, Japan, the Belgian Congo, Nevada, French Polynesia, Tennessee, the Marshall
Islands, Kazakhstan or many other far-away nuclear reservations. The nuclear exceptionalism at

50

the core of the Anthropocene’s atomic authenticity is another implicitly racist narrative dressed
up as scientific progress by and for all of Humanity rather than America’s secret technology to
create a strategic nuclear monopoly in the West. Only in 1964 did the Western monopoly on
nuclear weapons start to crack, but the USA, Russia, the UK, and France still sit at the head of
the nuclear table today.
Not all of us, but the national command authorities of the USA and USSR (now the Russian
Federation) have had immense powers in hand for nearly seventy years to change the Earth
forever. A few thinkers sought to redefine the human condition in the glare of thermonuclear
explosions, but such reflection was short-lived, and soon forgotten once nuclear testing went
mostly underground in 1963. And, the nuclear winter long feared by strategic planners remains a
possibility well into the future, even as the decision-making bodies in charge of carbon
capitalism and liberal democracy tolerate accelerating rapid climate change, ocean acidification,
massive species extinction, and sea rise with every barrel of crude oil lifted, refined, sold, and
burned to sustain automobilized development.
Among those few millions, who have large strategic nuclear forces, own millions of automobiles,
reside in hundreds of cities, and endure only small ecological irritations every day as they toil
away to gain more wealth, one finds the material interests to prevent others from controlling the
narrative. Furthermore, they want to closely command and control the characteristics of the
Anthropocene to protect the life support systems behind their power and privilege. Might makes
right, and they intend to thrive during the Anthropocene by preserving their cultural identity,
conserving their material relationships, and sustaining their literal Earth-altering imperialist
positions in the vague name of the nebulous other that many ideologically call “us.” All of their
military power, of course, could do little to nothing to prevent the next planet-killing asteroid
strike. Yet, in the meantime, the other Earth-degrading immense powers that do exist are not
being materially checked. Hence, one finds post-environmentalists who feel little remorse
knowing the Arctic ice cap is melting, Kiribati can go under the waves, Dhaka will flood, or
African and Afghan refugees drown in the Mediterranean escaping drought back home. The
environment, they say, is always changing, and not all environmental rescues are necessary, or
even possible. One needs just to accept and adapt to the changes.
For Anthropocenarian partisans of this New Environmentalism,xxxix idealized notions of natural
order, biospheric stability or ecological constraints, which have been allegedly lost to the past, or
can be defined separate and apart from today’s urban-industrial civilization, are moral fictions,
modelling constructs or materialist speculation. Human beings are the main terrestrial life forms,
Nature/Society are one, humans and nonhumans coexist in coevolving forms of life, and they
always have. The dividing lines between the natural and artificial, nonhuman and human,
environments and societies have always been driven by abstractions, assertions, and artifices.xl
What is on the Earth, and of the Earth, perhaps should be treated, as Latour argues, as “matters of
concern” rather “matters of fact”xli for all earthlings. In many contemporary debates, then, the
Anthropocene is being treated, like Latour’s “matter of fact,” as a purposeful transformative term
of political art. Indeed, it is becoming an all-purpose primal predicate to prompt new discursive
advances in many fields as well as propagandize for environmental engineers to take command
of planetary management.xlii
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Thus, this one rhetorical term -- the Anthropocene -- becomes the perfect narrative. It
simultaneously proclaims the advent of historic change, affirms its foundational shifts, proposes
a fusion of deeper geological and shallower historical time, and establishes the requirements for
new theories and practices in public and policy discourses. By means of one speculative
predicate, environmental technocrats divide “Humanity” into the dominant and the dominated in
so many ways that race is very visibly an axial matrix of oppression.xliii With this turn to the
Anthropocene, the humanities, natural/physical sciences, and social sciences all care being called
upon by Anthropocenarians to reinvent the basis of “Civilization” mainly for the West(-ernized),
clashing with most other societies that remain largely the Rest(-ernized).xliv All of these swirling
rhetorical influences can be felt at work in today’s new geopolitical struggles to capture control
over interpreting and managing reality as “The Great Acceleration” as its planetary urbanization
spins up local and global cyborganicity in the rapid climate changes of the twenty-first century.xlv
Conclusions
Multiple inconsistencies become more evident here, even though they have been continuously
exposed as the raw nerves of power and its asymmetries at global climate change negotiations
since Kyoto. First, the Anthropocene is, in the final analysis, the by-product of largely
Occidental fossil-fueled growth. The “Great Acceleration” event in which “Humanity” is made
equivalent to a planet-killing asteroid strike has been darkly feted in the West, and directly
envied among the Rest, as world-historical progress as its modernization and development have
made some affluent, a few super rich, and many more than comfortable since 1945.
Second, in another ruse of reason, decrying the advent of the Anthropocene is praising implicitly
the powers not of “Humanity” but rather the West, which has degraded its own lands and peoples
as well as those of the Rest to attain these pinnacles of power. And, when mostly “Western
experts” have proclaimed all “Humanity” caused this damage, one must be cautious about
accepting their claims at face value. Today it now largely is these Western scientists and
technicians who intend--consciously or unconsciously--to define the ecosystems being damaged
by all Humanity, and then intend police the consolidated plans for planetary governance meant to
constrain and correct this on-going damage for Western advantage, whether it is direct or
indirect. The political hegemony of the West in recent human historical time across the entire
world, then, is implicitly rendered into a writ of empowerment to direct the arrows of nonhuman
geological time (and historical time) moving forward.
As nationalist Occidentalism before 1939 has morphed into neo-Occidental globalism after 1945
during the Great Acceleration, Western privileges shared with, or seized by, Restern zones have
tipped many ecosystems into full overshoot. Just as the putative conquest of Nature was first
attained by the West, and then managed poorly by great North Atlantic empires bearing “the
white man’s burden” for their benefit, or “Progress,” it appears now that the management of
these Nature/Culture hybridities in the Anthropocene will be the “Occidentalized person’s
burden.” As the Westernized keep what they have, the Resternized others strangely share
complete blame for the Anthropocene as all “Humanity.” In the meantime, they await the
Westernizing vision of planetarian ecomanagerialism known as “adapting to the Anthropocene”
to shift its favors around with a mental composite of new geopoliticized strategies, working
through multiple channels of oppression.

52

At this level, it is a radical mistake to ignore the material forces of small affluent and powerful
elite groups developed over the last three centuries by wealthy Westerners--either on their own
or in other countries--who are the human beings largely managing, and mainly benefiting from,
the titanic changes in energy use by mobilizing the Anthropocene thesis to chalk this catastrophe
up to all mankind since its prehistory. White Western liberals, who say the Anthropocene
represents the advent of a “New Earth,” and then attribute its origins to “the consequence of the
everyday life choices of over 7 billion people” now living on the Earth, are being somewhat
simplistic.xlvi This claim essentially mystifies a few hundred million people, who mainly are
white, Euro-American technocratic experts that design, manage, and package the regimes for
“Earth System Governance” in the world market. Their decisions are what steers the planet’s
other billions towards how to make better “everyday life choices,” and they usually serve the
interests of the West, first and foremost.
And, in a third sense, it marks the dominance of specific life, natural or physical scientists with
the privileged positions, which grant them authority to reinterpret how the world changed with
the onset of industrial-urban modernity. Despite decades of slow violence and deliberate disaster,
they also ironically aspire to continue directing these changes going forward. And, their selfserving reinterpretations of the entire world remade by their actions are being conducted in ways
that dilute, diffuse or distract critical efforts to give more attention their special role in causing
many of the most negative effects of the Anthropocene in the first place.
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Biocolonialism: Examining Biopiracy, Inequality, and Power
Ashleigh Breske
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Abstract: Colonialism has for centuries been a driving force for territorial expansion and
economic gains. In today’s globalized economy, colonial exploitation continues in areas with
great biodiversity through the taking of indigenous knowledge and biodiversity for profit, also
colloquially known as biopiracy. Biopiracy is a practice of economic exploitation by powerful
multinational corporations (MNCs) that take on the identity and power structures of nationstates, with established laws protecting the corporations that obtain patents or intellectual
property rights more readily than the original indigenous knowledge holders. This type of
‘biocolonialism’ has been instituted through neoliberal trade practices and the whittling away of
indigenous control over traditional knowledge. This is done on the premise that indigenous
knowledge is communal, and not privately ‘owned,’ and therefore available to everyone. This
interpretation of intellectual property rights has allowed MNCs to coopt indigenous knowledge
for profit. Biopiracy can extend to multiple forms, including drug patents, agricultural gene
manipulation, and genetic cell lines. This paper will review literature on biocolonialism and
biopiracy examples to critique the practice and examine counterhegemonic praxes.
Keywords: Biopiracy, Biocolonialism, Intellectual Property, Indigenous Knowledge, Global
Economy

Introduction: Political Structures Creating a Space for Biopiracy
Through examples of epistemic exploitation and a review of current literature on biocolonialism,
this paper will highlight issues of indigenous knowledge and resource appropriation and how
they relate to neoliberal economic practices. According to Lorenzo Veracini, the least visible
types of colonial subjugation, like informal colonialism and trade imperialism, are the most
resistant to change.i This is especially true for biocolonialism, which arises through the dominant
discourse of neoliberal economic practices around the world. This form of colonialism is based
on the exploitation and extraction of traditional resources and knowledge through western
conceptions of property ownership. Neoliberalism has created a polarization in the world through
conflicts between ethnicities and socio-economic levels, resulting in a dichotomy between the
Global North and the Global South. Concepts of western legal practices, intellectual property
rights, national property laws, and biotechnology innovations create a system of biocolonialism
with the dominant North capitalizing on these policies and practices.ii This has adversely affected
the Global South in many ways and acts as an ideology promoting profit and economic growth at
the expense of the marginalized. The shift to neoliberalism has increased the divide between the
developed and developing world and the “ideology of the market, and the omnipresence of
market forces, have left an indelible mark on the western conception of knowledge.”iii
Power is often in the hands of transnational corporations and lobbyist groups with the global
economy becoming larger than individual nation-state economies.iv Cori Hayden theorizes that
bioprospecting is “an important site for thinking about how neoliberalism works.”v For Hayden,
biopiracy is an institutionalized practice garnering transnational capital. In other words, the
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opening of the market on biodiversity is argued to be both a development strategy and an
argument for conservation within an economic framework. For example, in Peru, foreign
corporations have filed more than 11,690 patents on natural resources traditionally used by
indigenous communities.vi Corporate interest in medicinal plants and seeds stems from long-term
economic goals. This example illustrates the current trend of outside transnational corporations
showing an interest in traditionally-used medicinal plants and seeds. Within the globalized
economy, free trade agreements create a power imbalance between multinational corporations
(MNCs) and the indigenous communities holding traditional knowledges and resources. Since
indigenous knowledge is disseminated among the community and no one person owns it in the
western, legal sense,vii MNCs use bioprospecting projects in areas with rich biodiversity for
future development of products.viii It has been found that bioprospecting success rates greatly
increase with the inclusion of indigenous knowledge or local guidance. These endeavors are
financed as exploratory enterprises to find aspects of biodiversity and indigenous knowledge as
resources that can be patented and used for future development. Bioprospecting can be
considered a form of colonization using a “knowledge-based economy” with profit sought
through marginalized peoples and their traditional resources.ix But, according to Hayden,
“[b]ioprospecting is the new name for an old practice: it refers to corporate drug development
based on medicinal plants, traditional knowledge, and microbes culled from the “biodiversityrich” regions of the globe—most of which reside in the so-called developing nations.” (Hayden
2003, 1).
Bioprospecting can quickly lead to biopiracy, or the appropriation of traditional knowledge and
natural resources without due compensation.x Biopiracy—and by extension, the intellectual
property and patent system—is essentially a new apparatus of power used by MNCs.
Bioprospectors make claims on biological resources based on the assumption that the resources
are available and open to everyone.xi Initially, corporations present themselves as the protectors
and innovators of these “universally” valuable resources. They claim that if it were not for their
investments, the information and original sources might be lost. However, it was only after the
development of international patents and free trade agreements that indigenous groups
understood their exclusion from the economic yields gained by utilizing their knowledge.xii
Essentially, biocolonialism, in the form of pharmaceutical and agricultural industry development
by transnational corporations, is a “continuation of the oppressive power relations that have
historically informed the interactions of western and indigenous cultures, and part of a
continuum of contemporary practices that constitute forms of cultural imperialism.”xiii More
simply, it is a form of dispossession and conquest through the lens of neoliberalism.
Writing in 1993, Vandana Shiva published Monocultures of the Mind: Perspectives on
Biodiversity and Biotechnology, which argued that the Global North was having a detrimental
impact on the Global South’s environment and traditional systems of food cultivation and
societal relationships. She would later write Biopiracy: The Plunder of Nature and Knowledge
(1997) further exploring the impact the North makes on the South through exploitative
appropriation (biopiracy). Counterclaims made by researchers and corporations argue that
bioprospecting is for the common good and it creates hybrid knowledges by implementing
indigenous practices and knowledges into western understandings of capital.xiv But, authors
writing about biopiracy continually highlight the colonial dynamics for marginalized or
indigenous peoples through the extraction of knowledge or resources and hopes for altering the
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power imbalance: “…indigenous activists, engaged ethnoscientists and legal scholars, and
nongovernmental organizations have thus attempted to pry open the exclusive hold that
Northern, corporate entities have had on intellectual property rights.”xv
Indigenous knowledge is disempowered through its cooption by the MNCs and wealthy nationstates and then legitimized when attached to the legacy of western knowledge and technological
advances. It is viewed as primitive, or localized, until MNCs produce wealth with what they have
found. Through biopiracy and patents, the global “free” market allows these corporate practices
to establish a form of biocolonialism, which becomes a continuation of previous imperialism as a
technologically-advanced, biologically-controlled hold on indigenous communities. According
to Shiva, “Biodiversity has been redefined as “biotechnological inventions” to make the
patenting of life-forms appear less controversial.”xvi Power for transnational colonizers,
previously grounded in colonial assumptions of race, gender, domination, etc., is now based in
the value of resources and knowledge under biocolonialism.
Biopiracy and the Power of Biocolonialism
Through biopiracy, outside corporations and nations can quickly take resources and secure their
control through international intellectual property rights and patents. The legitimation for these
corporations stems from this westernized, neoliberal economy and the reduction in trade barriers
that benefits the wealthier areas of the world at the expense of marginalized peoples. Power over
these populations becomes normalized as a conception of power over dominated subjects.
Indigenous communities are generally smaller populations that remain on the margins within the
nation-state until they are found to have economic value. Peripheral governance then becomes
more pervasive in their lives under neoliberalism and the erosion of international trade barriers
and increases in foreign investors. Under neoliberalism, market rationality is extended to all
aspects of life. According to Wendy Brown, and her reading of Weber, there is nothing outside
of the market. This is a system that allows for transnational entities to have greater control than
individual sovereignties. The deregulation of the market, the elimination of tariffs and social
safety nets, and an increase in the decimation of the environment and marginalized cultures are
all hallmarks of neoliberalism.xvii When societies and their traditional resources are incorporated
into the economy, they become a form of capital. Essentially, in relation to resources and
traditional knowledge, neoliberalism’s desire for profit creates a political tension between
national interests and globalized capital.xviii
The politics of poorer nations are directly impacted by MNCs changing their food production
practices, import and export expectations, and influxes of financial sources. Since the market is a
constructed institution with no need for individual culture or states, it easily crosses borders and
operates within the guise of liberal democratic frameworks. As Brown points out, “the economy
must be directed, buttressed, and protected by law and policy as well as by the dissemination of
social norms designed to facilitate competition, free trade, and rational economic action.”xix
These frameworks permit neoliberalism to recast ideas of equality and inequality into an
economic rationality, with power structures put in the control of MNC boards and shareholders.xx
The dissolution of trade barriers and the use of patents by the MNCs allows for economics to
drive governmentality.xxi
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Knowledge and resource cooption is not necessarily viewed by all as a stark contrast. As
previously stated, those working on bioprospecting projects present the work as beneficial for
large portions of the population. Cori Hayden presents an ethnographic study of a prospecting
plant research agreement between Mexico’s National Autonomous University (UNAM) and the
University of Arizona in When Nature Goes Public: The Making and Unmaking of
Bioprospecting in Mexico and describes the project “as members of a larger collaboration funded
by the U.S. government’s International Cooperative Biodiversity Groups (ICBG) program,
UNAM researchers send extracts of Mexican medicinal plants to the pharmaceutical company
Wyeth-Ayerst. In exchange they receive, from Arizona, minimal research funds and promises of
a percentage of royalties, ten to twenty years in the future, should those companies develop a
drug or pesticide based on Mexican specimens.”xxii This project is meant to share benefits with
the indigenous communities, but Hayden points out that as of the date of her publication (2003),
this has not produced any profitable products. Hayden also outlines another ICBG project
known as the Maya ICBG in Chiapas, Mexico, which was to split a small percentage of profits
(in the form of possible royalties) with the community working with the ethnobiologists Brent
Berlin and Eloise Ann Berlin based at the University of Georgia.xxiii The goal of the project was
“designed to use Mayan folk knowledge to guide researchers to promising plants and microbes.
These specimens were to be screened for their commercial potential by a Welsh biotechnology
company, Molecular Nature, Inc.”xxiv This project began in 1998, but was shut down in
November 2001 due to claims of biopiracy and unethical practices.
A Brief History on Patents
There are parallels between current intellectual property rights on patenting both genetic material
and biodiversity and the legal doctrines of early European colonialism in the Americas.xxv
Alejandro Madrazo gives a differing opinion on the language used to describe biopiracy from
other authors, stating that he does not believe these cultivations can be considered true piracy
since “piracy is an illegal activity or an activity at the margins of the law, whereas modern
bioprospecting is a practice that is enabled precisely by the specific rules of current intellectual
property law.”xxvi This raises an interesting point of what is legally allowable due to transnational
property law. Currently, bioprospecting allows for indigenous systems of knowledge to become
publicly available and enter “into the contested knowledge systems of colonialist corporations
whose main concern is to privatize knowledge as patents on life forms.”xxvii
The global demand for medicinal drugs has led to an increase in biopiracy in the Global South.
Once companies find something they believe will be profitable, they want to patent it
straightaway so that no one else can capitalize off it. Patents are an easily accessible source of
income for those able to apply for them. In fact, patents act as an exclusive control on a product,
and, when corporations hold patents on biodiversity, they are creating a monopoly on food and
health.xxviii In some ways it is impossible for those in developing countries to compete with
MNCs due to how patents and intellectual property rights are sustained. Since patents are held
nationally instead of internationally, most patent holders tend to be from more developed
countries. Because of this divide, it is possible to inflate the price of patented medicines so that
corporations can make an even greater profit, which leads to more global inequalities.
Rich states can also pay for access to technology for research and resources to control epidemics
and infectious diseases more readily than poorer areas of the world. With the establishment of
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the World Trade Organization in 1994, international trade negotiations opened, and western
notions of intellectual property rights took a firm hold in pharmaceutical research and
development, increasing the strength of MNCs. This was classified under TRIPS, the Agreement
on Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights.xxix TRIPS was negotiated at the Uruguay Round
of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and set the standard for member states
to recognize the same intellectual property rights. This then meant that industries could bypass
local patent law by registering their patents in the most favorable jurisdiction.”xxx Before TRIPS,
which set consistent requirements, intellectual property was considered a domestic issue with
protections set on the national level. However, with TRIPS, transnational corporations are now
much more successful at acquiring patents.xxxi For example, looking at the number of patents
held at the end of the twentieth century, most were filed by the United States (41.8%) and
Europe (41.95%).xxxii The TRIPS agreements and domestic patent laws, specifically US law,
shapes international IPRs and show that the legal system is excluding indigenous or marginalized
communities.xxxiii There has been a push for TRIPS, predominantly by the pharmaceutical
industry, to restrict profit potential by indigenous communities. Corporations make minor
genetic or chemical formula changes for their intellectual property claims and patents and can
then claim their product is no longer directly linked to the initial source. Debra Harry has
claimed that the main problem with biocolonialism is the “manipulation and ownership of life
itself, and the ancient knowledge systems held by Indigenous peoples.”xxxiv The problem stems
from the belief that indigenous peoples are merely the holders, not owners, of communal
knowledge. What are not considered are their territorial rights to the resources on their lands.xxxv
Power over Knowledge
Apparatuses of power can be institutional, political, or methodological and are constructed to
have multiple effects upon society.xxxvi As stated earlier, biopiracy is merely a new technique
of power exploited by rich multinational corporations. The western legal system and
international intellectual property law have commodified indigenous knowledge and traditional
resources.xxxvii By viewing biopiracy as a form of transnational governmentality, it is possible to
see the commodification of biodiversity for the MNCs.xxxviii The constant privilege in the richer
western countries alters their view of the world and allows them to perceive indigenous peoples
and their resources as commodities. This privileged mentality is how the legitimacy of power is
established: We control your resources because we are more capable than you. It is a deeply
flawed logic; but it is a profitable logic.
The struggle over who owns knowledge and the related economic power is growing for
transnational corporations. This stems from the fact that MNCs can continually grow in power
and become economic driving forces. As Louis Pojman has pointed out, “unlike powerful people
in a democracy, corporations are not accountable to a specific state. They are accountable only
to their shareholders, who seldom are involved in day-to-day decisions.”xxxix They are also given
protection not afforded ordinary people through their infinite political and legal resources and act
as decentralized global forces.xl
Intellectual Property Rights and Patents as Tools of Biocolonialism
Looking at the production of pharmaceuticals, we can see the importance of Intellectual Property
Rights (IPRs) in the debate over the accessibility of indigenous knowledge to outside
corporations and investors. IPRs impact many different fields: healthcare, biodiversity,
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technology, human and cultural rights, research and development, and agricultural innovations;
but, the international system that established international intellectual property rights was hastily
organized and linked to trade agreements.xli Shiva claims IPR laws, under the development of
TRIPS and the World Trade Organization (WTO), “have unleashed an epidemic of the piracy of
nature’s creativity and millennia of indigenous innovation.”xlii Transnational corporations are
taking advantage of slight “innovations” on traditional knowledge to maintain many of their
IPRs.xliii Together, IPRs and TRIPS, work to suppress indigenous peoples’ ability to control their
traditional way of life. The regulatory system includes domestic laws of developed areas of the
world, like the United States, Japan, and Europe, and broader international intellectual property
rights agreements. These agreements resemble doctrines promoting colonialism since they are
legal documents fostering the idea of ownership by the dominant colonizers.xliv
Attempts have been made to establish a declaration that would negate corporate intellectual
property rights if public health issues were brought forward by struggling nations’
governments.xlv But this does not address the issue of restoring indigenous intellectual property
rights. Large pharmaceutical corporations in the United States and the European Union have
used their vast corporate wealth to prevent the nullification of their IPRs. The inability to
invalidate their IPRs means that pharmaceutical companies have ensured rigidity in the trade
agreements and prevented generics from being manufactured. This has also ensured their
continued legal right to Indigenous knowledge, if not an ethical right.xlvi
Patents are an apparatus of power with universal political and social consequences. Patent
policies are developed in western countries but affect poorer, marginalized areas of the world.
Unfortunately, there is no international governing body through which all patents are channeled,
and they are granted according to individual national domestic laws. These patents are generally
established in western countries like Canada, the European Union, and the United States. For all
intents and purposes, pharmaceutical companies have more legal rights than people due to trade
liberalization.
Patenting Indigenous Knowledge: The Pharmaceutical Industry and Neoliberalism
Patenting by western corporations of traditional knowledge and plants used medicinally is a
highly controversial practice. Corporations can claim their patents are benefiting society since
they are encouraging innovation; however, they are also taking away the autonomy of those who
initially control the biodiversity or traditional knowledge.xlvii Despite the claims that
bioprospecting is not actually theft—and only a gathering of resources that are available to all,
and then deciphered by scientists back home—biopiracy, which stems from the initial
bioprospecting endeavors, has become a lucrative market for pharmaceutical companies:
Much of the knowledge of the use of plants for medical purposes resides with indigenous peoples
and local communities. Scientists and companies from developed countries have been charged
with biopiracy when they appropriate the plants or their compounds from the forests as well as
the traditional knowledge of the community healers, since patents are often applied for the
materials and the knowledge.xlviii

In fact, the high cost of drugs is defended as being a result of research and development
expenses. However, very often, new drugs are altered only slightly from ones currently on the
market. Pharmaceutical companies in wealthy nations are profiting off very little innovation and
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monopolizing patents that prevent the manufacturing of generics by poorer countries since
TRIPS includes medicinal drugs in their patenting rules and allows for a 20-year monopoly on
patents, which is detrimental to developing countries unable to pay for them.xlix However, a
compulsory license allows for a producer other than the patent holder to produce a generic and
pay a royalty fee if it is deemed a necessary drug by a national government. This is coupled with
parallel importing that allows a nation to look for the best price of the pharmaceutical sold in
other countries and acquire it at the lowest price. l Unfortunately, cheap generics in countries like
India and Brazil are coming under pressure from the larger pharmaceutical companies because
they are losing profits.
Corporate Gene/Seed Manipulation
Beyond the pharmaceutical industry, other trends controlling international patents and
intellectual property laws include gene manipulation of resources found during bioprospecting
projects. Gene manipulation also presents specific problems for indigenous peoples and
marginalized communities. The first problem is that the long-term effects on local crops and
environmental systems are not yet fully understood and alterations to the local food systems can
affect the community in unrealized ways. The second problem is that indigenous groups are not
compensated properly for their involvement in the creation of new genetically-modified
organisms based on their traditional knowledge and food sources. Companies then stipulate that
their patents are on modified products. A third problem stems from ontological implications for
indigenous communities when traditional plants are patented. According to Jeff Corntassel, a
community’s connection to its food sources and livelihoods is critical to their “sustainable selfdetermination.”li This ability to be connected to localized food staples and their selfdetermination is greatly impacted by corporate patents.
Monocropping removes a more traditional model of diverse cropping in order to maximize the
potential growing of a specific crop.lii This current trend to establish monocrops, or
monocultures, means that a single agricultural crop is established and leads to ecological
degradation. By simplifying the food sources and limiting resources, corporations are creating
larger monocrop yields.liii These profit margins are greater for outside corporations that convince
communities to plant a new food-staple crop created through their genetic modifications. But, the
loss of biodiversity and indigenous knowledge related to local, traditional crops is a side effect of
pushing for monocropping. Some communities are beginning to fight for their traditional foods
to both maintain their cultural identity and heritage, and to protect the land. One such example is
the White Earth Land Recovery Project (WELRP), which is seeking to reclaim and restore
traditional lands and practices for the Anishinaabeg people.liv Another example can be found in
Hawaii with plantation corporations removing taro, a traditional crop, with cane and pineapple
since these are more profitable crops.lv Many in Hawaii are pushing back and trying to regain
lands and traditional plants.lvi Despite some changes, monocropping is still a dominant practice
throughout the world and relates to import/export trade agreements between nations and
profitable yields for MNCs.
Patenting Cell Lines
Biopiracy is not limited to indigenous knowledge and traditional resources. It can extend to the
genetic material of populations. And it is interesting to note that genetic resources are also
subject to patent laws.lvii The Human Genome Diversity Project (HGDP) and the Human
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Genome Project are two body-based research projects that take DNA samples from individuals
and communities for profit or research.lviii The Human Genome Diversity Project (HGDP),
dubbed the “Vampire Project,” has not been received well by indigenous peoples and their
advocates: with many issuing bioethical concerns:
including informed consent, the possibility of commercial exploitation through gene patenting,
and, …the Project’s insulting rhetoric of extinction and preservation. It’s scientific objectives—to
trace the genetic heritage of humanity, to map histories of migration and exogamy, and
potentially to contribute to future therapies of inherited diseases—were markedly at odds with the
needs of disenfranchised indigenous peoples in the present day.lix

The concept of research under the guise of helping humanity is another iteration of
biocolonialism for indigenous peoples being mined for DNA, with Linda Tuhiwai Smith calling
this form of scientific research colonialism.lx Many of the issues indigenous peoples have with
this type of research stems from three problems: 1) informed consent—are participants fully
aware of what they are consenting to, how the samples will be used, or if the samples were used
as the participant was told they would be; 2) community engagement—is the community
involved in decisions about the use of their DNA; and 3) benefit sharing—does the community
receive some benefit from participating either through compensation or through access to the
results of the study?lxi
A specific example relating to the problem of informed consent is the study of the Hagahai
people in Papua New Guinea.lxii They are an isolated tribe—not discovered by Westerners until
the mid-1980s—who carry a gene that predisposes individuals to leukemia. The people carry a
marker for a T-Lymphotropic virus that showed potential for a vaccine. The U.S. National
Institute of Health attempted to obtain patent protection (US patent 5397696) for a Hagahai
donor’s genetic cell line for the Papua New Guinea Human T-Lymphotropic Virus (HTLV)
variant in order to create vaccines to combat HTLV-related viruseslxiii This controversial patent
brought up questions of whether the donors had given consent, understood the process of
consent, or if the gene line could be patented by an outside company.lxiv
Current State of Biocolonialism
To date, the development of biodiversity and indigenous knowledge has been a profitable
endeavor for both pharmaceutical corporations and companies that promote “natural” health
products.lxv IPRs use trademarks and patents to imitate or replicate communal indigenous
knowledge and resources. It should be mentioned that there is an important difference between
patents and trademarks: patents offer a temporary twenty-year monopoly for the holder so that
they can supposedly recuperate the cost of research and development and trademarks offer
permanent protection to whomever holds the trademark: they “are deemed worthy of protection
because consumers rely on them in product choices as they serve as marks of assurance.”lxvi
Indigenous knowledge is initially commercialized by the corporations and then deemed part of
their property thanks to patents and trademarks. A lack of trade barriers and foreign need has
guaranteed that the corporations and foreign investors will continue to profit from indigenous
knowledge and environmental resources. Any disputes over ownership are usually resolved in
favor of the wealthier corporations since they can afford court fees and litigation.lxvii
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Prior to TRIPS, the Convention for Biological Diversitylxviii (CBD) was established in 1992 as an
international IPR agreement to give some protection to indigenous people. The CBD has a
provision that mandates source nations should receive some compensation or benefit for sharing
knowledge and resources with corporations wanting to use the biodiversity from the Global
South, however what this means in terms of practice is less clear.lxix The CBD does determine
that,
States have sovereign rights over their own biological resources” and that those resources are no
longer freely available to others. Nonetheless, far from a multilateral effort to support
conservation and the sustainable use of biodiversity, the idea that the CBD is trying to sell, it
clearly promotes the concept of bilateralism in private access to biodiversity. These contracts or
bilateral agreements, known as “bioprospecting agreements,” confirm the fact that biodiversity is
no longer freely available to others and is solely and exclusively available to a select few.lxx

It is interesting to note that the United States signed but has not ratified the CBDlxxi because it
opposes the mandate for benefit-sharing with source nations.lxxii The United States does,
however, fully enforce and follow the agendas designed by TRIPS and the WTO (entities that
disregard anything outside of profitable trade agreements). Once again, the wealthy nations show
they are more interested in the agendas of corporations than marginalized people.lxxiii
Corporations use the fact that traditional knowledge is communal as a reason to not compensate
indigenous peoples, siting the colonial assumption that it is “terra nullus – empty and free for the
taking.” lxxiv According to Madrazo, there is no longer a need to conquer along traditional
colonial models, instead patents are used to control resources. This “replicates the colonial
doctrine of res nullius.”lxxv
One might wonder how corporations are able to appropriate traditional knowledge and natural
resources without the active participation of the developing countries’ governments. It again
comes down to financial resources and political sway of corporations.lxxvi Bioprospecting
“commercially valuable genetic and biochemical resources and subsequently patenting them,
depend on the knowledge of rural and indigenous communities that have established an intimate
relationship with nature since precapitalist times.”lxxvii Biopiracy becomes a political concept
because it is “a mechanism for capitalist enrichment, ecocide, and the antithesis of
sustainability… capitalist society depends on economic changes in markets (i.e. the profit
rate).”lxxviii Corporate power over knowledge is assured because it can exercise hegemony
through western legal frameworks and negotiations with developing governments that need to
maintain good relationships with corporations.
Bearing in mind the increased call for indigenous rights, some corporations are seeking new
ways of capitalizing without endangering their relationships with developing nations’
governments. One such example of this benefit sharing agreement was the relationship between
Merck Inc., a pharmaceutical company, and INBio, an NGO working in Costa Rica. Beginning
in 1991, Merck Inc. paid an upfront fee and promised a royalty percentage for any product
developments that may occur thanks to any collection of material in Costa Rica. This meant that
Merck acquired exclusive rights to Costa Rica’s biodiversity for development.lxxix This
agreement, however, ended in 2015 with INBio’s failure to fulfill its promises. INBio was
required to return the biodiversity collection to the state. The specimens were passed to the
National Natural History Museum.lxxx
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TRIPS and patents, as Western controls over knowledge, are dangerous components of
neoliberalism. For the richer developed countries, biocolonialism allows them to maintain
control over these developing regions. Multinational corporations get caught up in competition
for patents and profits to drive the economy. They are constantly seeking new forms of revenue
generation, including an interest of some transnational corporations in germplasm collections.
These collections are storehouses of genetic material for seeds and represent an expansive
variation of biodiversity. Since the governments that have historically maintained them,
specifically in the former Soviet Union and other areas hit hard by economic recessions, are no
longer able to afford them, prosperous corporations are able to purchase them: “The
pharmaceutical industry has benefited from this situation, especially US multinational
corporations which are investing in the conservation of such collections on condition that they
will be given access to them.”lxxxi This access allows them to manipulate the genetic material and
then patent it as being different from the initial source material leading to the greater likelihood
of competition with other wealthy transnational corporations. There is a “classical conception
and principle that competition, and only competition, can ensure economic rationality… [there is
a] formation of prices which, precisely to the extent that there is a full and complete competition,
can measure economic magnitudes and thus regulate choices. World biodiversity is currently
controlled in two ways: in-situ (Protected Areas and as-yet unprotected regions of great
biodiversity) and ex-situ (Botanical Gardens and Germ Plasm Banks).”lxxxii Since national
interests do not strictly regulate ex-situ sources, it is easier to use patents and the free market to
obtain them. The power still rests with transnational corporations who view indigeneity as a
license to treat societies as commodities.
Counter-Hegemonic Possibilities
Considering the power and wealth of these transnational corporations, it is important to ask what
recourses are available to protect traditional knowledge and resources for indigenous
communities. The main entity protecting Indigenous knowledge and biodiversity, the Convention
for Biological Diversity (CBD) does not afford many protections against TRIPS, which ignores
indigenous rights.lxxxiii Although transnational corporations and wealthy countries are powerful,
there are several examples of positive change for indigenous communities fighting against
knowledge and resource cooption. Three important examples include: 1) Bolivia’s “Agrarian
Revolution” in 2006 which planned to return territory to indigenous communities;lxxxiv 2) the
annual seed exchanges in Honduras between farmers of non-genetically modified seeds;lxxxv and
3) Kanaka Maoli activists challenging patent rights held by the University of Hawai’i of three
taro varieties that are important in their ceremonial cycles and collective history and eventually
ceremonially destroying the patents:lxxxvi ““the patents were publicly received by three
representatives and then torn in half.”lxxxvii However, more efforts are necessary to end the
exploitation of indigenous knowledge and resources. This would include involvement in
indigenous-led alliances and stronger domestic laws to protect against international patents.lxxxviii
Communal indigenous knowledge needs to be shared on a multigenerational basis within the
community to survive.lxxxix One such organization working to counteract biopiracy is the
Indigenous Peoples Council on Biocolonialism. Founded in 1999 by Debra Harry, they work for
the collective rights of indigenous peoples to protect traditional knowledge, genetic resources,
and cultural rights against biotechnology.xc The need for self-sustainability hinges on the ability
of indigenous peoples to use traditional knowledge and not be under the thumb of neoliberalism
and its confining and self-serving patent and intellectual property laws. At the most basic level,
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the communal rights of indigenous peoples need to be universally recognized in order to protect
and neutralize the detrimental effects of corporate greed under neoliberalism.xci
Conclusion
Susan Hawthorne makes the claim that indigenous “communities are much more likely to lose
not only access to their traditional knowledge but also control over how that knowledge is used,
just as when the industrial revolution occurred the value of labor was alienated and the profits
passed into the hands of the owners.”xcii The western legal system and international intellectual
property law has commodified indigenous knowledge and traditional resources. Biopiracy is an
“aggressive instrument of corporate globalizers” who profit from knowledge appropriation and
endanger “intergenerational sustainability” for indigenous communities.xciii It is important to
understand the barriers that patents and intellectual property rights create for poor areas of the
world. Employing theories on biocolonialism allows us to see how biopiracy has commodified
traditional resources and indigenous knowledge by transnational corporations under neoliberal
economic practices. The patent system seen today is a recreation of the colonial system of
extracting resources of a marginalized group by a more powerful (or wealthy) entity. xciv This
paper has highlighted issues with current practices and used examples such as the INBio debacle,
the Human Genome Diversity Project (HGDP), and the Maya ICBG project, to illustrate the
nuanced problems of indigenous rights. The control of indigenous resources and knowledge is
wrapped up in colonial language and assumptions in the form of biocolonialism. Until
indigenous peoples have greater control of their resources, MNCs and wealthy nations will
continue to take advantage of the economic system.
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Abstract: In Staying with the Trouble, ecofeminist Donna Haraway argues for multispecies
collaboration and storytelling as a necessary response to the crisis of the Anthropocene.
Ultimately Haraway’s focus is on the possibility of response through multispecies collaboration.
This is a largely presentist project, and although at times she evokes an awareness of the future
and acknowledges the need to learn from (respond to) the past, her text rarely takes into account
the conditions that created the Anthropocene as part of the necessary response required to
overcome the crisis. In this paper, I highlight four specific narrative criteria that connect other
noted critiques of modernity to Haraway’s major arguments to achieve two major aims. First, I
offer a close reading of Haraway’s text to synthesize her arguments for a new cultural narrative
in clearly defined criteria. Second, I extend Haraway’s argument to account for remaining
legacies of imperialism and globalization that—while mentioned in the text from time to time—
generally go unexplored in the practical application of her proposed narrative. Through this
reading of Haraway’s newest manifesto, I establish key components for a narrative that can meet
Haraway’s goal of multispecies collaboration while also more adequately taking the past into
account as a vital part of moving forward. Ultimately, this paper will critically engage with
recent criticism of Western ideas of modernity, progress, and the Anthropocene to articulate
criteria for a feminist narrative that can decenter the individual (the human) as figure of key
concern and advocate for a more collaborative understanding of life (existence) without
neglecting the conditions that created the current system.
Keywords: Feminist Narrative, Anthropocene, Precarity, Modernity, Postcolonial

Introduction
Originally labeled by atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen in a 2002 article in Nature magazine,
the Anthropocene is rooted in the Industrial Revolution, scientific progress, and accelerated
human and technological development.i While the term is fairly new and remains a topic of
debate, the time period it represents is frequently linked with ideals of progress and modernity.ii
Despite these lofty associations, scientists and scholars are often critical of the changes humans
have wrought to the planet. In November 2017, over 15,000 scientists from around the world
signed a “Second Notice” to humanity about the devastation of industrialization in the present
era, most often referred to as the Anthropocene.iii This destruction includes catastrophic climate
change and the onset of the sixth mass extinction event “wherein many current life forms could
be annihilated or at least committed to extinction by the end of this century”.iv Ultimately, the
Anthropocene has gained awareness as an time period in which humanity has the ability to
destroy the Earth.
In Staying with the Trouble, ecofeminist Donna Haraway argues for multispecies collaboration
and storytelling as a necessary response to the crisis of the Anthropocene.v Going beyond
scientific critiques of this human-centered epoch, Haraway explores alternatives and methods of
response, notably the need for more detailed awareness of the stories we tell. This focus on
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stories through the oft-repeated refrain that “it matters what stories tell stories,” and the use of
storytelling throughout the text, encompasses all manner of stories ranging from fictional
entertainment to features of daily life, including the origin of medicines we give our pets. This
refrain and method speaks to the need to understand not only the details of stories through
critical analysis, but also to understand the providence and scope of the story: it’s past, present,
and future.
Throughout her argument, Haraway uses a nonlinear writing style to criticize the narrative of the
Anthropocene—a narrative of linear modernity, progress, and development—and instead argues
for humanity to learn to live and die well with other critters. For Haraway, this is the only
possible response to the current environmental crisis, a thread that resonates through her constant
use of the word “must” regarding all “we must do” to react. Ultimately, although Haraway’s
proposal is not a ‘happily ever after’ tale of heroism and triumph, she offers a viable, albeit
radical, approach for responding to the current crisis through cultivation of a multispecies
responsibility. In brief, Haraway’s formula calls for her readers (and by extension, humanity
itself) to learn to stay with the trouble through collaboration with all living organisms. In a very
circular fashion, modeling the “string figure” concept she threads throughout her book, Haraway
defines the phrase often, although she limits the term to “become capable … of response”.vi This
is not about fixing the problems humans have caused on the planet, and it is not about
“reconciliation or restoration” of life/the planet/anything.vii Rather, Haraway’s focus is on the
possibility of response through multispecies collaboration, fully acknowledging that a lot of
dying will take place. For Haraway, staying with the trouble is ultimately presentist, and
although at times she evokes an awareness of the future and acknowledges the need to learn from
(respond to) the past, her text rarely takes into account the conditions that created the
Anthropocene as part of the necessary response required to overcome the crisis.
Haraway is not alone in paying inadequate attention to the past, even in her push for new
feminist stories in the Anthropocene. In her book Why Stories Matter: The Political Grammar of
Feminist Theory, Clare Hemmings tackles this problem in regard to the narrative of Western
feminist theory, and in doing so offers a clear explanation of the importance of the past in all
stories. The book aims to explore “how feminists tell stories about Western feminist theory’s
recent past, why those stories matter, and what we can do to transform them”.viii Hemmings’
exploration begins with the underlying assumption that the way feminists tell stories matters, as
the history and development of those stories makes waves far beyond the covers of academic
texts. Hemmings notes that, for example, “The insistence on Western gender equality as the
marker of progress does complicated and damaging work in terms of fixing non-Western
cultures as backward (as premodern) and in need of help from Western philanthropists and
experts (as postmodern)”.ix Drawing on feminist postcolonial theorists like Gayatri Spivak and
Chandra Mohanty, Hemmings grounds her argument in the need to understand the development
of these stories, and the scope of their impact—even when that impact includes the presumed aid
of ‘underdeveloped’ women in decolonial spaces. The stories we tell shape the world around us,
and as Hemmings explores, understanding the history behind those stories is vital to moving
forward in this time of environmental crisis.
In this paper, I outline four specific narrative criteria that highlight and extend Haraway’s
argument alongside additional critiques of modernity to achieve two major aims. First, I offer a
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close reading of Haraway’s text to synthesize her arguments for a new cultural narrative in
clearly defined criteria. Second, I extend Haraway’s argument to account for remaining legacies
of imperialism and globalization that—while mentioned in the text from time to time—generally
go unexplored in the practical application of her proposed narrative. These criteria include
collaborative and ongoing stories; stories that think beyond the human; stories that effectively
retain awareness of past inequalities and violence; and finally, stories that embrace the
contradictions of modernity. Each criterion I articulate is rooted in Haraway’s text, but points
two, three, and four expand her manifesto to establish key components for a narrative that can
meet Haraway’s goal of multispecies collaboration while also more adequately taking the past
into account as a vital part of moving forward. Ultimately, this paper critically engages recent
criticism of Western ideas of modernity, progress, and the Anthropocene to articulate criteria for
a feminist narrative that can decenter the individual (the human) as figure of key concern and
advocate for a more collaborative understanding of life (existence) without neglecting the
conditions that created the current system.
Narrative Criterion Number One: Collaborative and Ongoing Stories of Daily Life
Throughout her text, Haraway highlights the importance of collaboration as a key component of
the new narrative she advocates. Specifically, here I will speak of sympoiesis and “SF” as vital
theories for the process of ongoing becoming-with (staying with the trouble). In brief,
sympoiesis are “collectively producing systems,” to use the original definition supplied by M.
Beth Dempster.x For Haraway, sympoiesis is more broadly defined as “making-with” and
therefore deeply tied with her theory and method of storytelling.xi Collaboration is a fundamental
part of this process, as “critters [including humans] interpenetrate one another, loop around and
through one another, eat each other, and thereby establish sympoietic arrangements”. xii Haraway
plays with language throughout the book, and this line (one of many) evokes the “string figures”
she utilizes throughout her argument. Haraway uses the abbreviation “SF” to stand in for a string
(pun intended) of related phrases, initially explained as “science fiction, speculative fabulation,
string figures, speculative feminism, science fact, so far”.xiii Haraway notes that “SF is a method
of tracing” interrelated concepts and ideas, evoking the never-ending nature of a loop used to
play cat’s cradle and other ‘string figure’ games.xiv Further, SF is “storytelling and fact telling; it
is the patterning of possible worlds and possible times,” harnessing infinite possibilities through
the act of telling stories.xv Through this elastic term, Haraway utilizes common associations and
related meanings to call attention to her narrative project: this is about figuring out how to live
and die well, collectively, within an epoch defined by tentacles. Multiple meanings matter—and
it matters what meanings we deploy.
While collaboration is a key method in Haraway’s framework, the principle of ongoingness is
crucial to the application of the method. In Staying, Haraway espouses a carrier bag narrative of
ongoingness in the Chthulucene, her proposed name to replace ‘Anthropocene’ and other
suggested terms (including Jason Moore and Andreas Malm’s suggestion of ‘Capitalocene’).
Haraway utilizes science fiction writer Ursula Le Guin’s carrier bag theory of storytelling to
outline a new narrative method to provide a means of effective response to the Anthropocene, by
whatever name we label it. Le Guin and Haraway explain that “much of earth history has been
told in the thrall of the fantasy of the first beautiful words and weapons” where the hero reigns.xvi
Instead, in an active demonstration of collective ongoing narrative, Haraway advocates Le
Guin’s call for stories of becoming-with that focus on carrier bags, what goes in them, and who
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carries them. Le Guin (quoting Elizabeth Fisher, in another layer of collaboration) explains that
“the earliest cultural inventions must have been a container,” as it certainly wasn’t a weapon.xvii
These stories are not without the possibility of conflict, but, Haraway notes, “carrier bag
narratives are full of much else in wonderful, messy tales to use for retelling, or reseeding,
possibilities for getting on now, as well as in deep earth history”.xviii Tales of ‘the things they
carry’ are ongoing, rather than neat hero-driven tales with clear beginnings, middles, and
endings, and reflect moments of daily life to allow for the inclusion of collaborative sympoiesis.
Haraway continues the thread advocating for stories of non-heroic daily life throughout her
argument. The “science fact” and “science fiction” level of the stories varies, scaling up from
pigeons (chapter 1) to crocheted coral reefs (chapter 3) to the science fiction story of Camille and
the Children of Compost (chapter 8), but such stories are “Still possible if we render each other
capable of worlding and reworlding for flourishing”.xix Throughout the varied stories Haraway
tells in her knotted, circular narrative, she argues strongly for a greater awareness of the world
and how it impacts us, how we impact the world, and how we can collectively respond to the
consequences of that impact. We should all learn more about the research and development of
the drugs we take—and give to other critters (chapter 5). We should all take part in art projects
that focus on collaboration and multispecies education (chapter 3). We should all “cultivate
response-ability” through an “activated storytelling” that seeks to engage a narrative reflecting
the entire world, rather than just the part that an Eurocentric Anthropocene narrative
encourages.xx
Narrative Criterion Number Two: Thinking Beyond the Human
Another fundamental component of Haraway’s argument for a new narrative of response is
awareness that goes beyond the human: “Staying with the trouble requires making oddkin: that
is, we require each other in unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles.
We become-with each other or not at all”.xxi In Haraway’s framework, the only chance for any
survival is if all critters work, respond, live, and die together. This begs the question, in light of
the history of Western imperialism and globalization: is such composting possible? Haraway
thinks so, as she demonstrates with the new term she supplies for the present: Chthulucene.
In chapter two of Staying, Haraway outlines her major argument against the
Anthropocene/Capitalocene narrative, instead supplying Chthulucene as a more accurate and
useful term for our present epoch. While the terms Anthropocene and Capitalocene encompass
the destruction humanity has caused, neither offers an alternative. In both frameworks, “stories
end badly. More to the point, they end in double death; they are not about ongoingness” and
moving forward.xxii Haraway seeks to remedy this lack with her proposed Chthulucene, which is
rooted in a tentacular mode of living-with and multispecies collaborative storytelling. Haraway is
not alone in her critique against the limiting and Western-centric frameworks of Anthropocene
and Capitalocene. In their article “The geology of mankind? A critique of the Anthropocene
narrative,” Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg explain that the Anthropocene is generally
considered the result of the entire human race engaging in changes from the Industrial
Revolution to the present, but they note that “at no moment did the species vote for” such
changes.xxiii In extending their discussion, Haraway proposes Chthulucene, with tentacles and
multicultural backgrounds, to allow for a story that goes beyond concepts of Western progress
and modernization. The Chthulucene isn’t a pretty narrative, but it isn’t supposed to be: it
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matters what stories we tell stories with, and Western humans cannot remain the only important
actors in our world narrative.
Speaking beyond the human isn’t new for Haraway, although she is clear in Staying that she is
not espousing a posthuman narrative, a deliberate shift away from earlier works, especially her
1984 Cyborg Manifesto. That manifesto begins with a strong critique against Western myths,
similar in many ways to Haraway’s 2016 critique of the Anthropocene narrative. 1984-Haraway
offers a hybrid cyborg as the narrative of the future that challenges the dualism that has been
“persistent in Western tradition,” including “self/other, mind/body, culture/nature, male/female,
civilized/primitive …”.xxiv This challenge leads to the possibility of resistance of these narratives
and allows for “regeneration, not rebirth, and the possibility for our reconstitution … of the hope
for a monstrous world without gender”.xxv While 2016-Haraway continues to embrace this
monstrous narrative, as all multicultural images employed for the tentacled beings inspiring the
Chthulucene are monstrous, her vision of what the narrative can achieve differs greatly: 2016Haraway realizes that resistance is impossible and instead offers an entirely new cultural
narrative that might give us a chance to respond—a very different reaction than resistance.
Haraway offers a slogan to speak to her push beyond the human: “Make kin, not babies!” which
differs in significant ways from her earlier slogan of “Cyborg for Earthly Survival!” from her
famed Cyborg Manifesto. For Haraway in Staying, making kin (oddkin) is about more than the
need for a cyborg understanding: while we are all cyborgs, staying with the trouble requires more
than an awareness of the organism/machine hybridization. For Haraway, kin refers to a
connection above and beyond the boundaries of the traditionally “human” Homo sapiens:
making kin is about “becoming-with” all life on earth. While Haraway’s interest in making kin
(not babies) speaks broadly to concerns of overpopulation, it has been critiqued for not
adequately accounting for the imperial and racist histories at play in understanding the present.
In a review of Haraway’s manifestos, Jenny Turner observes a critique made by Sophie Lewis
regarding this particular concept: “One would be justified in expecting to get some elaboration
on how the removal of eight billion heads … could be non-coercive, or indeed nongenocidal”.xxvi Haraway never justifies or explores this point, however, which has the potential to
advocate for “irresponsibly racist narratives,” especially regarding reproductive policies amidst
ongoing imperial legacies.xxvii
Although Turner, in collaboration with Lewis, raises an extremely important concern about
Haraway’s almost cavalier acceptance of unstated methods for drastic human population decline,
it remains a human-centric critique. While this does not detract from the extremely troubling
potential for genocidal policies and practices in our future, Haraway’s intent in Staying is to
expand the conversation beyond the human to all manner of other critters, including pigeons,
lemurs, green turtles, and coral reefs. In Haraway’s estimation (even if it contradicts centuries of
human-assumed scientific superiority over the beasts of the earth) these beyond-human kin must
be factored into our stories—and more importantly, our daily lives.
Yet despite Haraway’s consistent focus on critters and other beyond-human living organisms,
Haraway leaves out a rather large being in her discussion of cultivating a multispecies narrative:
the Earth itself. Following much postcolonial theory, Arturo Escobar strongly champions the
need to study local and regional voices left out of narratives of modernity and progress. In
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Territories of Difference, Escobar considers the earth itself as a voice, always simultaneously
local and global, that is almost always absent from such narratives.xxviii Alongside other scholars
of empire and imperial practices, Escobar highlights the results of classification, the creation of
hierarchies, and the essentialized view of nature as separate from the human, all features of the
European Age of Imperialism and expansion. Escobar takes things one step farther than most
scholars critical of the political theory of empire as practices in the past, present, and possible
future, urging for “Alternatives to modernity, as a more radical and visionary project of
redefining and reconstructing local and regional worlds from the perspective of practices of
cultural, economic, and ecological differences, following a network logic and in contexts of
power”.xxix For Escobar, alternatives to Western modernity requires shifting from a humancentered understanding to earth-centered engagement with all living things, and acknowledging
the lost voices of anything that isn’t human—including the earth itself—is a place to begin our
transition away from Western-centered perspectives.xxx Only through this kind of collaborative
(respons)ability, to apply Haraway’s term, can we hope to engage a cultural narrative that can
stand apart from stories and practices rooted in modernity and progress.
In an exploration into the divide between nature and politics that has dominated Western and
global politics and approaches to nature, Marisol de la Cadena explores the rise of earth-beings
in the political arena in Peru, Ecuador, and Bolivia.xxxi Although de la Cadena notes that these
earth-beings, including the mountain Ausangate, have always been present in local politics, they
are now gaining more widespread political awareness as a consequence of rapidly changing
political climates in Latin America.xxxii The bulk of de la Cadena’s exploration is centered on the
artificial (yet-presumed unquestionable) divide between nature and politics, and her intent is to
articulate awareness of earth-beings as one of many previously muted voices that can aid a shift
between politics-vs-nature and instead bring the two into harmony—or at least into productive
conversation.xxxiii In a collaboration with Isabelle Stengers, de la Cadena uses the idea of
cosmopolitics, where “cosmos refers to the unknown constituted by these multiple, divergent
worlds and to the articulation of which they would eventually be capable,” to speak to other
ways of engaging the world that goes beyond (or outside of) traditional modern/Anthropocenic
frameworks.xxxiv By gaining an awareness of the earth itself, and earth-beings driven into silence
through the processes of imperialism and modernization, it is possible to expand Haraway’s call
for multispecies collaboration into one that considers the earth itself a key player (and victim) in
the Anthropocene. And barring catastrophic disaster, the earth is the most likely survival of the
present precarity: we would do well to take this amazing ‘critter’ into our new narratives of
response.
Criterion Number Three: Retaining Awareness of Past Inequalities, Violence, and
Ruination
While sympoiesis, collaboration, and ongoingness are exceptionally useful in envisioning a new
feminist narrative to tackle the problems Haraway outlined regarding the Anthropocene,
Haraway’s application of these methods often falls short of retaining awareness of the past. As
Turner’s critique of Staying indicates, Haraway often ignores the lived realities of the processes
that created the Anthropocene. Although Haraway acknowledges the need to preserve knowledge
of the past throughout the text, including explaining that “Staying with the trouble, yearning
toward resurgence, requires inheriting hard histories, for everybody, but not equally and not in
the same ways,” her text largely dismisses these unequal histories and contemporary lived
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realities of the postcolonial age.xxxv Taking inspiration from Haraway’s own emphasis on
collaborative stories, I turn now to other explorations of narratives of modernity to more clearly
articulate a new narrative that can de-center the human in this era of environmental crisis—and
one that can take into account the history of the modern world in ways that Haraway does not.
Haraway’s main critique of the Anthropocene is rooted in her concern over the “twin myths of
Progress and Modernization,” although she does little to explore how those myths originated and
the extent to which they continue to shape the daily life she hopes to disrupt with her new
narrative.xxxvi While there is no requirement that Haraway devote a chapter of her book to
charting the path and development of Progress and Modernization, as she herself notes over and
over again, it matters what stories we tell stories with. By her own logic, we require awareness of
how these stories progressed—how these stories affect(ed) the daily life of all critters, and what
they carried with them—in order to go on telling stories, especially stories that might break the
previous mold.
To begin, it is important to examine the origins of the Anthropocene, which we might also call
“the modern world”. In short, the Anthropocene is a product of Western imperial expansion and
exploitation. To support this claim, I first offer a basic definition of modernity: in “A Working
Definition of “Modernity’?” historian Mark Elvin defines modernity as "the ability to create
power”.xxxvii Elvin notes three specific kinds of power that must be utilized to claim the title
“modern”: power over human beings, power over nature, and intellectual power over nature "in
the form of the capacity for prediction".xxxviii For Elvin, power refers to “a capacity to direct
power,” as both the literal energy harnessed during the industrial revolution and “somewhat
metaphorically, as in the cases of the more effective military power and internal administrative
control, and the increased output per person of goods and services, that are characteristic of
modernity”.xxxix Ultimately, Elvin argues that "We may define a society as 'modern' when the
power-complex, as a whole, is clearly dominate over other ends".xl In other words, we define a
society as modern when they have the technological power to dominate. Elvin’s definition of
modernity aligns nicely with Paul Crutzen’s original sketch of the Anthropocene, as both connect
power and technology:
The Anthropocene could be said to have started in the latter part of the eighteenth century, when
analyses of air trapped in polar ice showed the beginning of growing global concentrations of
carbon dioxide and methane. This date also happens to coincide with James Watt's design of the
steam engine in 1784.xli

Both Crutzen and Elvin establish technology as central to any discussion of modernity and the
Anthropocene, which is reinforced in a recent publication by scientists Simon Lewis and Mark
Maslin. Lewis and Maslin argue that the start date of the Anthropocene should be pinned in the
early 16th century with the onset of expansive European imperialism and colonization in the
“New World”.xlii Technology remains a key piece of this formula, although the technology of
1610 was vastly different than the design of the steam engine and the onset of the Industrial
Revolution. Still, technology enabled the European discovery of the Americas, and was
absolutely central to the European project of imperial domination.xliii While Lewis and Maslin
study the scientific changes in the earth (including Antarctic ice, ocean acidity, and earthworm
habits) rather than human populations in the wake of European imperialism, their voices add to
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the many scholars and scientists critiquing modernity itself and the effect humanity has had on
all living organism—including the earth itself.
Regardless of where the dot is laid on a timeline, the Anthropocene originates in the human
practice to expand and dominate both peoples and the earth. More importantly, recall the
observation noted by Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg in “The geology of mankind? A critique
of the Anthropocene narrative” that these changes were not universally agreed upon by
humanity. Rather, “a clique of white British men literally pointed steam-power as a weapon”
against the world.xliv Malm and Hornborg critique the standard Anthropocene narrative that
centers the human as the figure of prime importance, which ignores the “highly inequitable
global processes” that contributed to the current crisis.xlv As such, the Anthropocene is a product
of global inequalities that is “completely dominated by natural sciences,” and creates a system of
continuing inequalities, especially when speaking about means of resilience and survival. xlvi
Malm and Hornborg remind us that “there will [always] be lifeboats for the rich and privileged,”
and although they don’t articulate a new narrative that can overcome this system of global
inequality, their reminder of the Anthropocene as rooted in inequalities begins to provide what
Haraway brushes over throughout her text: acknowledging and remaining aware of the
inequalities of life on earth as a key component to staying with the trouble.xlvii
It does not stop with inequalities, however. In a noted critique of modernity and the modern
world, postcolonial historian and theorist Dipesh Chakrabarty pushes beyond explorations of
power and technology to introduce narrative as a foundational component to modernity.xlviii
Chakrabarty’s analysis offers an additional feature of a new narrative to stay with the trouble in
the Anthropocene: these stories must retain awareness of the tragedies of history. More
specifically, these stories must not deflect, redirect, or misdirect the violence of modernity. In
Provincializing Europe, Chakrabarty explores the creation of history itself as a particularly
insidious narrative of modernity. Chakrabarty’s goal in this text is to ‘provincialize Europe’ (and
history) by seeking to “write into the history of modernity the ambivalences, contradictions, the
use of force, and the tragedies and ironies that attend it”.xlix These historical narratives of
modernity almost exclusively point to a certain ‘Europe’ “as the primary habitus of the
modern”—that is, the colonizing, imperializing Europe is ‘modern,’ and anyone else is not.l Of
key concern for Chakrabarty is the history left out of this primary narrative of modernity,
specifically “the repression and violence that are as instrumental in the victory of the modern as
is the persuasive power of its rhetorical strategies”.li In a narrative that seeks to stay with the
trouble and move beyond Western-centered ideas of the modern world, past violence cannot be
erased or brushed over.
Chakrabarty’s critique of a narrative of modernity is rooted in his theory of Western-centric
historicism that “enabled European domination of the world in the nineteenth century” and
“legitimated the idea of civilization” as something uniquely European.lii His overall goal, to
“decenter an imaginary figure that remains deeply embedded in clichéd and shorthand forms in
some everyday habits of thought,” is not dissimilar from Haraway’s intent to decenter the human
as central to the Anthropocene/Chthulucene.liii Still, Chakrabarty speaks more directly to the
historical violence that created the modern world, and is rooted in the assumption that
understanding the past is necessary in order to live within the present. Although Haraway makes
broad overtures to this practice, indicating her agreement with Chakrabarty’s approach, her text
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itself is void of detailed engagement with these tragedies. Take the first critter story Haraway
discusses as an example: in chapter one, she explores several projects of human engagement with
companion species that fits her framework for staying with the trouble. These projects involve
pigeons, which Haraway notes are “creatures of empire”.liv Despite this acknowledgement,
Haraway ignores the reality of history to explore the practices of both humans and pigeons to
create multispecies bonds. Jeanne Morefield notes in Empires Without Imperialism that strategies
of deflection of imperial violence “embolden thinkers to imagine a world of empires without
imperialism”.lv The phrase refers to “liberal imperialism” without the associated historical
violence of the Age of European Imperialism, and although Haraway clearly has no intent to
reify the current political status quo, discussing collaborative living-with amongst humans and
pigeons without taking into account the historical relationship between pigeons and humans (as
imperial agents, as imperial intermediaries, as victims of imperialism and the development of the
Anthropocene), it becomes more difficult to break out of the current system and narrative.
Engagement with ruins offers one possibility for new stories of multispecies collaboration to
retain awareness of past inequalities and violence in ways that don’t risk deflection. In The
Mushroom at the End of the World, Anna Tsing explores “the possibility of life in capitalist
ruins”.lvi We might consider substituting “Anthropocenic ruins” in this phrase, recalling the link
between concepts of Anthropocene, Capitalocene, and the modern world. Tsing grounds her
anthropology of matsutake mushrooms and nomadic harvesters of these mushrooms in an
examination of ways to tell new kinds of stories and respond to environmental devastation
caused by humans in the 20th and 21st centuries. In particular, she notes that these mushrooms
were the first life to grow in the ruins of Hiroshima, Japan, after the use of the atomic bomb by
the United States in 1945.lvii This historical reality causes Tsing to explore the possibilities of life
within the ruins, a theme that carries over to the recently published Arts of Living on a Damaged
Planet, edited by Tsing, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan, and Nils Bubandt.lviii This book features
two major themes, ghosts and monsters, and ruins are central to both. Ghosts are “traces of morethan-human histories through which ecologies are made and unmade” and monsters, inspired by
Haraway, are “the wonders of symbiosis and the threats of ecological disruption”.lix Both
concepts “unsettle anthropos”—the human—and go beyond ideas of Progress and
Modernization.lx These two lens through which to explore responses to the Anthropocene create
the space to play within the ruins, both literal like the mushrooms in Hiroshima and figurative
landscapes haunted by more than human figures (those long dead, those vanishing, and those yet
to come). These ruins allow us to explore “multiple unruly temporalities” and “urge us to
radically imagine worlds that are possible because they are already here”.lxi They speak to past,
present, and future in an interwoven ongoing temporality, and encourage us to pay attention to
all the critters (mushrooms included) that make their way into these ruins and find a way to
survive. Although Haraway reminds us in Staying that this is ultimately not about survival, but
rather response, ruins remind us that there will always be something left to inhabit for any
critters that remain.
Further, as Ann Stoler explores in Duress: Imperial Durabilities In Our Times, ruins allow for
the acknowledgment of ongoing imperial practices in the present, which speak to Haraway’s
concerns of the myths of Progress and Modernization. Following postcolonial theorists like
Edward Said, Stoler argues strongly that empire remains a current political formation, and her
work explores life dominated by an ongoing “colonial presence”.lxii For Stoler, ruination is both a
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political act and a condition humans are subject to, which can certainly be extended to all critters
in light of Haraway’s aim to de-center the human in the Anthropocene.lxiii Awareness of the
continuing practice of imperial ruination in the present can create the space for a multispecies
narrative of response detailing daily life and collaboration and—following Haraway—perhaps
permit some survival.
Criterion Number Four: Embracing the Contradictions of Modernity
Ruins also create the space to explore ongoing contradictions of modernity, the final additional
component I propose to further nuance Haraway’s framework for a new narrative of multispecies
response. Although Haraway is clearly aware of these contradictions (after all, no one would be
attaching air pollution monitoring equipment to pigeons without the Industrial Revolution and
subsequent technological development), her text does not dwell on them.lxiv Instead, Haraway
seeks to distance herself from the auspices of modernity, which is evident the recounting of her
‘Children of Compost’ story at the conclusion of the text. In this collaboratively written SF tale,
a group of humans relocate to West Virginia in early 21st century, when the human population is
still rising.lxv The first Camille is genetically engineered to ‘become-with’ monarch butterflies,
and as time passes, each successive generation of Camilles is born with additional butterfly traits.
In the tale, the human drive for individual reproduction has lessened, and children are planned
and born with a wider “village” of parents and family as the overall human population slowly
(and inexplicably) declines. By the time Camille 5 is born in 2340, humans number 4 billion,
lowering to 3 billion by 2425—one third of those humans being “syms” like Camilles 1-5.lxvi
Jenny Turner’s critique of the text comes to mind here, since we are given no explanation for the
rapid decline of the human population, although the decline of critters (“over 50 percent of all
critter species living in 2015 have vanished by 2425”) is less shocking to Turner’s mind, or
perhaps simply easier to except/explain away as a general consequence of the present.lxvii
Regardless of potentially troubling population decline, in many ways these Camille tales evoke a
lifestyle that predates (or postdates) modernity, which seems to be Haraway’s intent. That said,
there is one glaring exception that goes unacknowledged in the original retelling of Camille: the
scientific knowledge required to genetically alter human beings to literally ‘become-with’ a
butterfly, or any other critter. Here, Haraway is embracing one feature of the
contemporary/future world and by-and-large leaving the rest behind as it suits the purposes of
her story. Since Haraway notes that this is simply one of many possible stories, and urges readers
to “change parts of the story and take them elsewhere, enlarge, object, flesh out, and reimagine
the lifeways of the Camilles,” I propose to create the space for such a revision with a more
articulated awareness of the contradictions of modernity that inhabit the Anthropocenic ruins in
this collaborative multispecies tale of response.lxviii
I turn to historian Laura Bier to highlight the contradictions of modernity that we all live with in
the present. In Revolutionary Womanhood: Feminisms, Modernity, and the State in Nasser’s
Egypt, Bier examines narratives of modernity in Nasser’s Egypt and argues that generally,
“Modernization narratives take the axiomatic position that … newly Westernized or modernized
societies, whether indigenously inspired or imposed upon from the outside by colonization,
produce new sources of openness, emancipation, and possibilities for women”.lxix Through a
collaboration with historian Lila Abu-Lughod, Bier critiques this modernization narrative by
exploring the “politics of modernity,” explained as how “new ideas and practices, identified as
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‘modern’ and progressive and implanted in European colonies or simply taken up by emerging
local elites, ushered in not only new forms of emancipation but also new forms of social control
and coercive norms”.lxx Bier’s position is deeply rooted in broader feminist postcolonial
critiques, and explores how modernity creates the space for both emancipation and
simultaneously new forms of control practiced through the European imperial project.
Following arguments made by scholars like Chandra Mohanty, Bier engages directly with
studies of local situations alongside global issues of imperialism and colonization to explore
these contradictions of modernity. In her exemplary critique of Western feminist theory, “Under
Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourse,” Mohanty argues that we need to
understand local and regional differences in order to understand the full extent and result of
imperial power, especially if we aim to do something about those power structures.lxxi The
analysis of particular local contexts is vital to move toward a complete understanding of imperial
formations (past, present, and future) and the imperial narrative present in much cultural
production and political rhetoric. Still, the ‘politics of modernity’ framework reminds us that
there are benefits to the project. This recalls Chakrabarty’s acknowledgment that his critique
“does not call for a simplistic, out-of-hand rejection of modernity, liberal values, universals,
science, reason, grand narratives, totalizing explanations, and so on”.lxxii Rather, Chakrabarty,
Bier, and other scholars who critique narratives of modernity (and modernity itself) create spaces
to explore the local nuances that result from the Western-imposed modernity narratives. Much
like Edward Said’s intent in his study of imperial literature in Cultural and Imperialism,
Chakrabarty and Bier seek to better understand the whole by exploring and diagnosing all the
parts, even the violent and messy contradictions.lxxiii
While Haraway’s critique of the Anthropocene is clearly rooted in awareness of the full scale of
global catastrophe facing all critters in the 21st century, the detailed focus on local events (even
imagined ones, like the Children of Compost) limits a full engagement with the lived reality of
the politics of modernity—namely that the modern world creates the opportunity for survival
while at the same time causing the conditions for decline. A more detailed re-telling of Camille
1, or perhaps the decisions made by her parents (biological and otherwise) and larger (even
global) community could open up an exploration of this challenge and offer more adequate
explanations for massive population decline. Ultimately, such engagement would establish a
story like Camille’s as something new emerging from the present system, recounting the
evolution through modernity toward something new, rather than simply a return to pre-modern
living with a science fiction spin.
In Staying With the Trouble, Donna Haraway offers a radical and compelling method for telling
stories of response in the Anthropocene as one chance for some survival, but her approach gains
richness, depth, and viability when allied with other critiques of modernity, especially those
exploring postcolonial and indigenous concerns. As de la Cadena reminds us, something new can
emerge from the present era of globalization by twinning together features of modernity with
other ways of thinking and being—and as Haraway and Hemmings argue, it matters what stories
we tell stories with. Collaboration with other voices critical of modernity helps fill in the gaps of
Haraway’s manifesto to create the framework for new stories that can achieve collaborative
multibeing response-ability within the ruins of the Anthropocene while retaining full awareness
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of how we got to this point and attempting to create something new from the compost piles of the
present.
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