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Posthumanist Praxis and the Paradoxes of Agency, Responsibility and Organisation 
in the ‘Anthropocene’ 
 
Richie Nimmo, University of Manchester 
 
Abstract 
 
Initially framed as a provocation intended to challenge the exclusion of human activity from 
studies of long-term physical changes in the earth system, the Anthropocene remains an 
essentially contested concept. Despite its increasing prevalence across multiple disciplines 
and fields, there is little consensus over its veracity either as a geological, socio-
environmental or socio-historical hypothesis. But for anyone committed to thinking 
seriously about what used to be called society-environment relations, engagement with the 
Anthropocene is now inescapable. This chapter engages with the Anthropocene from the 
perspective of posthumanist thought, arguing that whilst the concept is riddled with 
contradictions, tensions and potential flaws, these are also productive paradoxes which can 
contribute to our thinking, ethics and politics in the context of the spiralling ecological crisis. 
The discussion undertakes a critical posthumanist reading of the Anthropocene, with 
particular attention to its central paradoxes around agency and responsibility, and the 
implications for various influential approaches to environmental politics and green social 
transition.   
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Introduction 
 
Upon reading his daily newspaper in the early 1990s, the anthropologist of science Bruno 
Latour noted that “A single thread links the most esoteric sciences and the most sordid 
politics, the most distant sky and some factory in the Lyon suburbs, dangers on a global 
scale and the impending local elections or the next board meeting. The horizons, the stakes, 
the time frames, the actors – none of these is commensurable, yet there they are, caught up 
in the same story” (1993: 1). The linking thread is the hole in the ozone layer, which 
connects scientists and aerosols, politicians and refrigerators, industrialists and inert gases. 
Latour’s point was that what modern thinkers had long been accustomed to call ‘nature’ 
and ‘society’, or ‘science’ and ‘politics’, and treat as essentially separate albeit interrelated 
domains, are in fact constitutively entangled in heterogeneous and hybrid assemblages, 
which have become increasingly visible and pervasive in contemporary technoscientific 
societies. What was persuasive but contentious in the early 90s is almost self-evident now, 
as a glance at any serious newspaper on any given day will affirm. Stories about such ‘more 
than human’ phenomena as climate breakdown, collapsing biodiversity, and the spiralling 
degradation and toxification of the environment, now make the headlines almost as 
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regularly as the staple fare of day-to-day political intrigues and power struggles. Indeed, 
hybrids of ‘society’ and ‘nature’ increasingly supply the explicit or implicit substance, 
context or horizon of developments in national and international politics, from controversial 
green industrial strategies to legal battles over pesticides regulations, from vehicle 
emissions scandals to food and farming policies, and from disputes over fishing rights to the 
social and economic impacts of zoonotic diseases. The human world is no longer thinkable 
as a world in itself, relatively separate from nonhumans.  
 
The notion of the ‘Anthropocene’ is made thinkable by this erosion of modernity’s 
discursive and epistemic separation of ‘nature’ from human ‘society’. The term emerged in 
earth systems science as a way to challenge the exclusion of human activity from studies of 
long-term physical changes in the earth system (Crutzen and Stormer 2000). It proposed to 
acknowledge the birth of a new epoch in which the earth is shaped more profoundly by the 
aggregate impact of collective human activity than by all natural or non-human forces and 
processes combined, constituting a new geological age, dominated by humanity (Crutzen 
2002). It has subsequently been taken up in the social sciences and humanities, where it is 
widely employed as a means to signify the ontological and existential dilemma of the 
present historical epoch, an epoch in which, as Ulrich Beck wrote in a different tradition of 
thought, humanity is now ‘confronted with the historically unprecedented possibility of the 
destruction through decision-making of all life on this planet’ (Beck 1992: 101). The 
Anthropocene emerges from this historical moment, in which the idea of nature as an 
‘environment’ external to and relatively separate from society, having been cracking and 
creaking for several decades, now like a melting glacier begins its final collapse. It is not 
without irony that this is precipitated by the real collapse of ecosystems and animal 
populations around the world, in what has been called a ‘biological annihilation’ or ‘sixth 
mass extinction’ (Ceballos, Ehrlich and Dirzo 2017), albeit the first to be driven by humans.  
 
Yet the Anthropocene remains a contentious and problematic concept. There is still little 
consensus over its scientific rigour or its veracity as a geological hypothesis. In the 
humanities and social sciences, where it is has proliferated rapidly, there is disagreement as 
to which of several alternative socio-historical periodisations it affirms, and on its merits as 
a way of understanding modern societies in relation to the natural or nonhuman world 
(Chakrabarty 2018; Castree 2016). This has given rise to some fundamental critique of the 
concept, which has nevertheless become practically inescapable for anyone committed to 
thinking seriously about socio-environmental relations. Even the alternative concepts which 
have been proposed by its critics, notably ‘Capitalocene’ and ‘Plantationocene’ (Moore  
2017; Haraway 2015), invariably acknowledge and underline the discursive centrality of the 
‘Anthropocene’ in framing these very debates. This chapter takes the view that whilst the 
Anthropocene is riddled with problems, contradictions and tensions, these are also 
productive paradoxes, which, if navigated critically and carefully, can be potent heuristics in 
the toolkit of multispecies-ecological thinking, ethics and organisation.  
 
Navigating the paradoxes of the Anthropocene requires some conceptual or cognitive map, 
which is provided here by another way of thinking made possible by the erosion of the great 
divide between humans and nonhumans, namely posthumanism. Encompassing a series of 
inter-related ontological, epistemological and theoretical developments across the 
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humanities and social sciences, posthumanism is defined by its attempt to critique and 
supersede the Enlightenment conception of the human being as an autonomous, rational 
and self-knowing sovereign actor, separate from and elevated above nonhumans and 
‘nature’ (Wolfe 2010; Braidotti 2013). Posthumanist scholars have not only deconstructed 
this conception of humanity for its hubris and exceptionalism, they have linked it to the 
global ecological crisis, understood as a consequence of unrelenting anthropocentrism in a 
more-than-human world (Plumwood 2002). Rather than deifying humanity as a 
transcendent master actor and world-builder, posthumanism responds to escalating 
anthropogenic destruction by advocating and practising ontological and ethical humility 
about humanity (Kopnina 2018; Nimmo 2019). Thus posthumanism posits a relational 
ontology in which humans are but one actor among many in a heterogeneous living world, 
neither autonomous of nonhumans nor perfectly self-knowing, self-determining or rational. 
Instead humans are constituted within perpetually unfolding, complex and ‘messy’ relations 
with other agents and forces, which cross-cut and confound the imagined boundaries of the 
human domain (Latour 1993; Barad 2003; Haraway 2003). This chapter pursues a critical 
posthumanist reading of the Anthropocene, paying particular attention to what I suggest 
are its central paradoxes around agency, responsibility, and multispecies relations. The 
effective navigation of these paradoxes confronts contemporary organisation as an ethical 
and political imperative in the context of the burgeoning ecological and climate crises of our 
time. For organisational analysis, the significance is manifold, since our understandings of 
our place in time and history, space, nature, indeed our very conception of who ‘we’ are and 
what it is to be human, have practical consequences for our conduct, for how we organise 
commercial and other forms of activity, in short for our relations with others, both human 
and nonhuman.  
 
Anthropo-cene and the anthropos 
 
If the Anthropocene is a descriptive and diagnostic concept, proposing that we recognise a 
new geological epoch dominated by human activity, it is also didactic, inscribing the present 
as a moment of existential crisis and calling for urgent socio-ecological transformation. In 
acknowledging that human activity is now the dominant material force acting upon earth, 
disrupting its ‘natural’ cycles, reshaping the interlocking systems of the biosphere and 
altering planetary ecology, the Anthropocene warns that this is radically destabilising the 
conditions for human as well as nonhuman life, and compromising the prospects for human 
flourishing in the future by making a less hospitable earth (Steffen at al. 2004; Rockstrom et 
al. 2009). Though couched in the fairly cautious scientific language of ‘planetary boundaries’ 
and the need to maintain a ‘safe operating space for humanity’, this is unmistakeably a call 
to action; having demonstrated remarkable disruptive and destructive power, humanity 
must urgently find a way to divert this into radical socio-environmental change if we are to 
avert the ecological catastrophe toward which we are hurtling on our present trajectory. 
Thus, the Anthropocene concept insists that we must take responsibility for the unintended 
planetary consequences of our species’ activity and change our mode of living in order to 
ensure a liveable planet for future generations. This represents a powerful framing of the 
ecological crisis, but one that is deeply problematic in several respects.  
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The ‘Anthropo-cene’ interpolates humanity as the key actor, the sovereign collective agent 
both responsible for the disruption of the biosphere and uniquely capable of acting 
reflexively at a global level in order to consciously master and take control of the 
unintended consequences of its collective activity. This re-inscribes the archetypical 
Enlightenment humanist conception of ‘man’ as world-historical master actor and self-
saviour, consciously reshaping himself and nature through rational action shaped by 
objective knowledge (Merchant 1980; Leiss 1994). Feminist and decolonial scholars have 
rightly subjected this to trenchant critique for its role in aligning an ostensibly universal 
‘humanity’ with the socio-historically situated knowledges, rationalities and interests of 
elite, global North, white men (Plumwood 1993; Plumwood 2002; Dhawan 2014). But there 
are signs that this Eurocentric, colonial, and gendered conception of humanity is being 
tacitly reinscribed at the centre of environmental-political discourse under a new cloak of 
universality provided by the ‘Anthropocene’ (Crist 2013; Mitchell 2014; Schulz 2017; 
Simpson 2020).  
 
A grossly homogenising concept, ‘humanity’ can brush over critical distinctions of all kinds. 
One is the distinction between wealthy elites located predominantly in the global North, 
who have contributed disproportionately to the aetiology of the climate and ecological 
crises over generations through their financial control of extractive and polluting industries 
as well as their own ultra-high-consumption lifestyles, and those who have found 
themselves expropriated, dispossessed and exploited by these elites (Baskin 2019; 
Marquardt 2018). Plainly, the global rich and the global poor are neither equally responsible 
for the environmental crisis nor equally impacted by its effects (Malm and Hornborg 2014). 
The global poor are far more vulnerable to a wide range of environmental impacts, less able 
to evade or protect themselves against the effects of environmental disruption, and 
affected more immediately and severely by climate disasters and adverse environmental 
phenomena (Gonzalez 2017). This axis of socio-environmental inequality overlaps and 
intersects with global and regional legacies and relations of empire, colonialism, and gender 
inequality, with people in the global South disproportionately bearing the brunt of 
environmental degradation in its immediate social and economic impacts (Dengler and 
Seebacher 2019). In short, environmental degradation and ecological disruption act as 
powerful magnifiers of entrenched historically-transmitted structural inequalities. By 
centring and foregrounding the ‘human’, Anthropocene discourse tends to background 
pivotal questions of environmental justice and obscure the role of socio-economic, neo-
colonial and gender relations in shaping and producing the ecological crisis.  
 
The centring of the ‘anthropos’ also tends to conflate human activity with the ecological 
impacts of capitalism, a historically specific form of economic and social organisation, as 
though this were synonymous with humanity (Malm and Hornborg 2014: Moore 2016). This 
is highly distortive given that environmental-historical analysis amply demonstrates the 
uniquely expansionary, extractive and pollutive dynamics of capitalism in both its 
mercantile-colonial and industrial forms (Moore 2017; Malm 2016; Wark 2016). The 
appropriation and depletion of nonhuman sources of value has been integral to the 
reproduction of capitalist accumulation throughout its history, bound up with capital’s 
propensity to exhaust the health or vitality of human and nonhuman entities caught up in 
the circuits of commodity production. In this sense environmental degradation is not a 
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contingent effect of capitalism but is internal to its logic. Moreover, the mass production 
and consumption regimes engendered by post-WWII capitalism underpinned the ‘great 
acceleration’ (Steffen et al. 2015; Gorg et al. 2019), that period of just a few decades during 
which the great majority of global environmental impacts have accumulated, from carbon 
emissions to soil degradation, and from ocean pollution to species mass extinction. Today, 
just 100 companies are responsible for 71% of global greenhouse gas emissions, amounting 
to almost 1 trillion tonnes (Griffin 2017). Recognising the centrality of capitalist relations of 
production, extraction, exploitation and accumulation in driving the ‘anthropogenic’ 
changes in the biosphere is therefore indispensable.  
 
A critical Anthropocene politics then must already be post-human in the sense that it must 
disaggregate the ‘anthropos’ at the heart of the concept, undoing its masking of the 
entangled roles of capitalist accumulation regimes, colonial continuities and gender 
inequalities, in asymmetrically shaping the causes and contours of the global socio-
environmental crisis. Yet a post-capitalist, decolonial and ecofeminist response to the 
Anthropocene only takes us so far, providing some answers to questions of responsibility 
and environmental justice, but without addressing the question of organisation – that is, 
how to accomplish the necessary transition from our present state of escalating crisis to a 
transformed mode of socio-ecological existence. Where is the transformative agency which 
could accomplish the necessary transition from our current crisis trajectory? Whilst eco-
socialist thinkers grasp the socio-environmental struggle as class struggle, and decolonial 
scholars point to subaltern struggles with neo-colonial regimes of extraction and 
exploitation, Anthropocene discourse offers no political theory of socio-ecological 
transformation. The lacuna tends to be filled by the least overtly political, most ostensibly 
neutral, and therefore most hegemonic conceptions of environmental change. 
 
Managing the biosphere? 
 
In its original articulation in the natural sciences, the Anthropocene did not really collapse 
the nature/society divide but simply bridged it, positing two interlocking but asymmetrical 
systems. Nature was conceptualised as the global geo-bio-sphere, a great planetary 
organism upon which human society depends but which is being increasingly disrupted and 
degraded by the impacts of human activity (Crutzen 2002; Steffen et al. 2004). Society, on 
this model, is both within and against nature, a part of nature which has become 
dysfunctional. It follows that human society must manage its relationship with nature more 
rationally and sustainably in order to ensure human survival (Bierman et al. 2009). 
Notwithstanding the preference for organic rather than machine metaphors, this 
Anthropocene ontology has some fundamental commonalities with the old mechanistic 
ecology of modernism long associated with anthropocentric rationalisations of 
environmental degradation as well as with instrumental defences of nature, namely the 
view of nature as a complex machine, the value of which lies in its usefulness to human 
beings (Merchant 1980; Plumwood 1993). Both conceptualise humans and nonhumans as 
existing in essentially distinct albeit functionally interrelated domains, and both imagine 
‘nature’ as an external, singular and encompassing object-system upon which human 
society depends.  
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This way of thinking about nature is so entrenched in modern culture that it can be difficult 
to see its strangeness, anthropologically. To facilitate this, it can be contrasted with 
indigenous cosmologies which understand humans and nonhumans as interconnected 
entities or kin, not within a singular ‘nature’ but within holistic living worlds imbued with 
agency, spirit and meaning, a perspective from which the Anthropocene’s systems-thinking 
looks distinctly modern and dualist (Inoue and Moreira 2016; Taylor 2021). It also fails to 
capture the constitutive hybridity of a lifeworld in which we constantly eat, drink, inhale and 
absorb the products of our techno-industrial infrastructure, with potentially profound but 
ill-understood effects on our own biology or ‘nature’ (Alaimo 2010; Alaimo 2017). It does 
not capture the implications or significance, for example, of a world in which every one of us 
has detectable levels of certain radioactive particles and residues of industrial chemicals and 
plastics in our bodies, illustrating that the Anthropocene is also within. In short it does not 
break decisively with the modernist vision of humanity-as-knowing-subject acting upon 
object-nature. For posthumanist, ecofeminist and indigenous thinkers alike, this way of 
thinking is both constitutive and symptomatic of the socio-ecological crisis the 
Anthropocene purports to diagnose. In its separation of humans from nonhumans, its 
othering of ‘nature’ as an external entity, and its elevation of humanity into would-be global 
managers of the biosphere, it proposes to solve the problems of anthropocentrism using the 
tools of anthropocentrism.  
 
The most starkly anthropocentric readings of the Anthropocene are found in neoliberal, 
transhumanist and ecomodernist imaginaries, which see ‘the end of nature’ as a realisation 
of transcendent human power and creative potential, a marker of our having finally 
domesticated not only numerous other species but now the planet itself (Abbinnett 2019; 
Crist 2013). Having brought the earth under our control, at least potentially, we have 
thereby brought within reach the dream of abolishing nature as a limit or constraint on our 
techno-economic development, freeing us to pursue our full human potential as ‘god 
species’ or masters of the earth (Lynas 2011; Ellis 2009). It follows that the main problem 
with human domination of the biosphere is that it hasn’t yet gone far enough. This is the 
ontology most closely aligned with large-scale ‘techno-fix’ responses to climate change, 
most notably geo-engineering mega-projects, from solar radiation management, to cloud 
thinning, to carbon capture, which propose to fix the unintended consequences of 
modernity’s domination-and-control ecology by elevating those same principles to a higher 
level, wherein humanity increasingly intervenes directly in problematic aspects of the earth 
system and its ‘natural’ cycles. In this rationale, given that we are already geo-engineering 
the planet, albeit haphazardly and inadvertently, it is not such a radical break to propose to 
do so deliberately and rationally in an effort to take control of the consequences of our 
collective activity (Ellis 2009; Asafu-Adjaye et al. 2015). In this view, living in the 
Anthropocene means living in a world which has been fully humanised, rendering such 
indigenous or romantic notions as kinship with agential natures redundant, and the only 
question is how best to organise and manage our human living space, the anthropo-sphere.  
 
Where geo-engineering embraces the ‘end of nature’ as an opportunity to extend human 
potential, a contrasting proposal argues that a proportion of the earth’s land and oceans – 
initially thirty percent, before progressing to half – should be ‘set aside for nature’. Humans 
would either be excluded entirely or strictly forbidden from farming, fishing, logging, 
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mining, hunting, or any other economic activities in these areas (Wilson 2016; Kopnina 
2016). This is a reinvention of modernist conservation, with nature reasserted as pristine 
wilderness separate from humans, who need to be kept at bay in the interests of nature-
protection (Lorimer 2015). If realised it would represent a dramatic shrinking of the current 
human footprint on the biosphere and a concomitant expansion of ‘wilderness’. A laudable 
aim, but it becomes toxic in its implications as soon as it is worked-through at the level of 
lived politics. There is seldom any critical consideration by Half-Earth proponents of the 
politics of selecting, enforcing and policing these human-free zones, nor of the potentially 
devastating impacts on the communities making their livelihoods, often very precariously, 
within or bordering these areas (Schleicher et al. 2019; Buscher et al. 2017). Thus, though 
Half-Earth may at first look like the antithesis of geoengineering, appearing to resist the 
colonisation of nature via a strategy of withdrawal, the idea of protecting and conserving a 
pristine nature via the enforced exclusion of humans engenders a politics of socio-
environmental domination. It translates into the authority of predominantly global North 
organisations and agencies to speak for a singular ‘nature’ and to enforce their vision of 
socio-environmental relations in its name.  
 
Displacing people from designated ‘nature’ zones and policing their exclusion is 
counterproductive as well as unethical, since the whole conservation agenda thereby 
becomes quite reasonably perceived by those communities as the livelihood-denying 
imposition of alien authorities (West et al. 2006). Such proposals overlook the gains that 
have been made within the field of conservation in recent decades by moving towards 
approaches grounded in a recognition that those who live within or near to areas of 
wilderness are not just a threat to the biodiversity of those areas but the key to their 
protection, which can only be achieved through their active involvement in forging local 
socio-ecologies that are economically and environmentally viable for them (Oldekopp et al. 
2016; Ellis et al. 2019). It follows that proposals for environmental transition must not only 
eschew anthropocentric and a-social conceptions of humanity and of an overarching and 
unitary human agency, they must also eschew the neo-colonial violence of environmental 
enclosures that flows from this. This cannot be the work chiefly of external, global North 
agencies and organisations, whether acting as would-be managers of a global ‘nature’ or as 
enforcers of new territorial boundaries, but must be socially grounded and embedded in the 
live realities and socio-environmental struggles of the most ecologically vulnerable and 
precarious communities. 
 
A vision of environmental transformation which better acknowledges and foregrounds the 
role of social divisions and inequalities in the politics of socio-ecological change can be 
found in ‘Green New Deal’ agendas. Though radical in the context of hegemonic 
neoliberalism with its preference for incremental, market-based consumer 
environmentalisms, Green New Deal politics essentially revamps the central contention of 
ecological modernisation thinking, by proposing that the capitalist imperative of perpetual 
economic growth can be reconciled with socio-ecological sustainability via ‘green growth’ 
(Jacobs 2013). This is to be achieved by means of large-scale public investment in renewable 
energy, green infrastructure and business, alongside ambitious state-sponsored job creation 
schemes in green industries and the radical reduction of social inequality through fiscal and 
economic restructuring (Barbier 2010; Klein 2019; Sanders 2020). In this vision, the key 



Forthcoming in Lindsay Hamilton and Linda Tallberg (eds) (2022) Animal Organization Studies: A Critical 
Reader, Oxford University Press, Chapter 3. 

 

 8 

driver of ecological degradation – industrial capitalism – is reimagined as a potential engine 
of socio-ecological transformation, if only it can be suitably steered by the right political 
formations, using the right economic and industrial strategies, and mobilising the right 
technologies (Klein 2019; Sanders 2020). There is much to admire in this as a challenge to 
neoliberalism’s disproportionate responsibilisation of individual consumers, emphasising 
instead the capacity and responsibility of states to spearhead collective socio-environmental 
change, as well as the need for a transition consistent with principles of social and economic 
justice. Its adequacy as a response to the enormity of the ecological crisis is nonetheless 
questionable.  
 
Having emerged from the thinking, research and campaigning activities of multiple 
environmental organisations and social movements over many years, what the US, EU and 
UK versions of the Green New Deal that have made it to the stage of concrete proposals or 
policy programmes have in common, is their focus on energy and transport infrastructures, 
industrial and manufacturing strategy, and the housing and construction sectors, as the key 
areas of policy intervention through which to secure socio-environmental objectives. The 
key objective across these areas is decarbonisation, and the relationship of the nation-state 
to the global biosphere is conceived and measured predominantly in terms of the quantities 
of carbon emitted by national economies. A consequence of this framing is to de-emphasise 
aspects of the ecological crisis which are interconnected with but irreducible to climate 
change, notably the precipitous decline in vertebrate and invertebrate populations around 
the world (Ceballos, Ehrlich and Dirzo 2017), the rapid destruction of biodiverse habitats 
and the few remaining areas of ‘ecological integrity’ (Plumptre et al. 2021), and the loss of 
fertile land, soil and clean water. In this broader ecological context, driving a transition away 
from fossil fuels is absolutely urgent and necessary, but far from sufficient. 
 
‘Green growth’ thinking also tends to background ecological problems less amenable to 
being addressed via state or corporate-led techno-industrial solutions, especially those 
which require de-growth, disinvestment and retraction, rather than strategic investment 
and new technologies, and those which pivot upon the collective relationship of global 
North consumption practices to production assemblages and relations in environmentally 
fragile regions. Instead it focuses principally upon neo-Keynesian sustainability measures 
such as expanding renewable energy production, mass-producing electric vehicles, and 
retro-fitting buildings to maximise their energy efficiency. There is for example relatively 
little attention given to industrial agriculture, animal farming, meat and dairy consumption, 
land use and food policy, especially at a global scale. Where these are addressed, the 
proposals are insipid when compared with the far bolder agendas on energy and 
infrastructure. The result is a distinctly urban, techno-industrial and global North vision of 
the causes of the ecological crisis and its solutions, in which human-animal relations are 
backgrounded and animals themselves are a marginal presence, reduced to collateral 
damage.  
  
Animals in the Anthropocene 
 
An Anthropocene politics and ethics which neglects human-animal relations fails to grasp 
the true nature and magnitude of the crisis, however radical it may be in other respects. 
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Some striking statistics are helpful in grasping the Anthropocene as a mode of species 
relations. In 2020 the global biomass of all living organisms was for the first time 
outweighed by ‘anthropogenic mass’, defined as the total mass embedded in inanimate 
solid objects produced by humans (Elhacham et al. 2020). This has been doubling about 
every 20 years for the past century, whilst the total mass of plants – which make up 90% of 
biomass – has steadily declined. Within the category of biomass, humans and domesticated 
livestock constitute 96% of the global biomass of mammals (Bar-On et al. 2018), with 
humans making up 36%, livestock 60%, and wild animals just 4%. Among birds, 70% of the 
total global biomass of birds is made up of domesticated chicken and other ‘poultry’, whilst 
just 30% is wild birds, accounting for over 10,000 species. Indeed the most populous 
mammal on earth by a large margin is the broiler chicken, leading some to suggest that the 
most apt future marker of the Anthropocene will not be the dramatic rise in parts per 
million of carbon dioxide, nor the traces of radioactive particles from post-1945 nuclear 
tests and leaks, nor the proliferation of microplastics, but the ubiquity of fossilised chicken 
bones from the 50 billion slaughtered annually (Bennett et al. 2018).  Another measure is 
that the proportion of the world’s landmass which is unmodified by human farming, 
construction, industry or mining, has shrunk during the last century from 85% to 23% 
(Watson et al. 2018), whilst the rate of species extinction is estimated to be 1000 times 
higher than the background or ‘natural’ rate, as a direct consequence of human activities 
(Pimm et al. 2014), with populations of wild animals falling by an average of 60% since 1970 
(Grooten and Almond 2018). 
 
A posthumanist ethics and politics must grasp the Anthropocene as a crisis of human-animal 
relations and of a whole way of being-human-in-the-world, not just a crisis in our 
management of the global environment. It must challenge the widespread tendency to 
dislocate climate change from species extinction, biodiversity loss and ecosystem 
breakdown, and to focus almost exclusively on climate goals, instead foregrounding the 
transformation of species relations as a key means to address the climate crisis and to 
mitigate those of its impacts that are already ‘locked in’. On this view, our constitutive 
entanglement with nonhumans offers our best opportunity to realise other modes of 
becoming human. We will only address the Anthropocene crisis as a species which knows its 
fate to be inseparable from that of the other animals in this dynamic living world. Moreover, 
by thinking with animals it is possible to reconcile the Anthropocene’s call to action with a 
posthumanist insistence upon ontological and epistemic self-effacement. The politics 
consistent with this are not only ecocentric, they involve acting relationally through and 
within multispecies assemblages, rather than acting upon nature conceived as an external 
system and an object of techno-managerial control.  
 
Concrete proposals in this spirit include so-called ‘rewilding’, including the reintroduction of 
species and restoration of degraded eco-systems, reforestation to increase biodiversity on 
land formerly used for grazing, as well as restoring mangroves, seagrass meadows, swamps 
and wetlands (Taylor 2005; Brown 2012; Monbiot 2013). Crucially, rewilding in a 
posthumanist mode is not about attempting to recreate a romanticised historical ‘wild’ 
exclusive of humans, but rather to forge a wilder more-than-human world in the future, a 
‘rambunctious garden’ rich with relations of interspecies flourishing and human-animal co-
habitation (Marris 2013; Jorgensen 2015). With its emphasis on the future and on giving 
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nonhumans greater scope to co-construct new wilds with humans, rather than striving to 
recreate pristine historic wilds purified of humans, this is perhaps better thought of as 
‘wilding’ than ‘rewilding’. It must also, crucially, mean an absolute reduction in animal 
agriculture, which is the only way to address ‘livestock’s long shadow’ of massive 
greenhouse gas emissions, habitat loss and accelerating anthropogenic extinction (Steinfield 
et al. 2006; Hirth 2020). Moreover, there is a need for a clear-eyed understanding that these 
things will not and cannot be effective alongside economic business as usual and continued 
growth – capitalism cannot be ‘offset’. What is needed is radical transformation, of energy, 
transport and industrial systems – all those things consistent with Green New Deal thinking, 
but there must also be large scale retrenchment – pulling back, ramping down, scaling back, 
which means a new economics entirely. Posthumanism challenges the human 
exceptionalism underpinning orthodox growth-based macro-economics, pointing to the 
ecological necessity of ‘post-growth’ or ‘de-growth’ models (Jackson 2016; Reichel and 
Perey 2018). The assumed centrality of perpetual growth and of GDP as a measure of the 
health of economies, even in Green New Deal agendas, must be displaced by a new 
emphasis on social and ecological goals, maintaining human welfare and reducing social 
inequalities in the context of dramatic reductions in resource-use, material throughput and 
environmental impacts. There is no space for magic thinking on this – it means shrinking 
economic activity and planned techno-industrial retrenchment, especially in the global 
North (Mastini et al. 2021). A challenge to growth is inescapably, of course, a challenge to 
the very logic of capital, underlining again the need for post-capitalist thinking and politics in 
the Anthropocene.  
 
One might object that the foregoing visions are still predicated upon some conception of 
human separation from ‘nature’, and of human organisation and management of other 
species and habitats. But there are many forms of management, stretching from domination 
and control to something better described as stewardship. We are inextricably entangled 
with others, other animals, other species and ecosystems, hence our ethics and politics 
must not stop at a conception of humanity as separate from the nonhumans that not only 
make human life possible but give it much of its richness. From this perspective, to overlook 
or disavow connection and thus response-ability is anathema. Yet such an ethics of 
entanglement can be partly differentiated from an ethics of forbearance, restraint and 
conscientious withdrawal. The latter proceeds less from a celebration of relational 
becoming than from an affect or structure of feeling embedded in humility and hospitality 
towards alterity and a commitment to avoid colonising the autonomy of the other (Nimmo 
2016). Where an ethics of entanglement seeks to become-with-nonhumans more ethically 
and symmetrically, an ethics of disconnection or exclusion seeks to limit the relentless 
expansion of the human domain in an effort to respect and protect what remains of 
nonhuman autonomy (Giraud 2019). For this posthumanist sensibility the Anthropocene is a 
crisis of human domination, which cannot be addressed solely by enfolding nonhumans ever 
more closely within humanity’s embrace, but must also involve letting go, allowing 
nonhumans to escape the colonising dynamic, if it is to prevent multispecies stewardship 
from sliding into anthropocentric domination. The world is not mere raw material for a 
human project of enlightened self-mastery and self-realisation, even one that may claim to 
incorporate nonhuman others within its relational self-becoming.  
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Conclusion 
 
This discussion has drawn upon a posthumanist sensibility in critically reflecting upon some 
tensions and paradoxes in the concept of the Anthropocene, from which to draw out what I 
have argued are some necessary components of a posthumanist ethics and politics for the 
socio-ecological crisis. It began by highlighting how the concept of the Anthropocene was 
preceded and made possible by strands of thinking positing the end of the discursive 
separation of ‘nature’ or the ‘environment’ from ‘society’ or ‘culture’, which has been 
central to modernist ontology, epistemology, ethics and politics. The Anthropocene is 
symptomatic of this erosion of the ‘great divide’, even if its post-dualist vision is a partial 
one, underpinned by the earth-systems thinking and geology from where the concept 
emerged. As such, the Anthropocene does not so much deconstruct the society/nature and 
human/nonhuman divides as bridge them, functionally and causally, by foregrounding the 
massive bio-material impacts of human activity upon the planet. It nevertheless undermines 
the notion of nature as a sphere relatively unaffected by humans, constituting a stable stage 
or background for human civilisation and human history. In the Anthropocene we have a 
‘nature’ that is finite, malleable, and in the process of being disrupted in its fundamental 
processes. In that sense nature or the bio-material environment is something increasingly 
produced by humans, even as humanity remains fundamentally dependent upon that bio-
material environment.  
 
Yet this conceptualisation remains problematic and contested. The key problems include its 
tendency to de-emphasise critical questions of environmental justice, political economy, 
capitalist ecology, colonial continuities and gender inequalities. All of these can be traced to 
the Anthropocene’s interpolation of ‘humanity’ or the ‘Anthropos’ as the key socio-
environmental agent both responsible for the ecological crisis and capable of its solution. 
This backgrounds multiple axes of environmental injustice and inequality as well as the 
more-than-human assemblages within and through which ‘human’ agency emerges and is 
made possible. But the question of agency cannot be left at critique, with no sense of what 
is to be done or by whom. The Anthropocene is a didactic and activist concept, stressing the 
catastrophic implications of the ecological crisis as simultaneously a crisis for human 
civilisation and for the biosphere, and demanding an urgent response. Hence no form of 
environmental quietism or fatalism, whether emanating from romantic, melancholic or 
misanthropic sentiments, is ultimately consistent with the spirit of the Anthropocene as a 
call to action. The Anthropocene demands posthumanist praxis as well as posthumanist 
theory. Yet it signally fails to furnish a theory of environmental transformation.  
 
Various agendas in contemporary environmental politics can be read as responses to the 
Anthropocene with their own visions of socio-ecological transformation, including geo-
engineering proposals to technologically intervene in large-scale planetary and 
climatological processes, Half-Earth proposals to set aside a proportion of the planet ‘for 
nature’, and Green New Deal plans to restructure capitalist economies and create 
sustainable ‘green growth’. Exploring the rationale and implications of these in light of a 
posthumanist ethical and political sensibility, each turns out to be defective in some critical 
way, from the Promethean techno-managerialism of geo-engineering, to the neo-colonial 
logic of enclosures underpinning Half-Earth, to the urban and global North asymmetry of 
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Green New Deals. The common root of their particular inadequacies is their common 
tendency to understand the Anthropocene as a crisis of human relations with ‘nature’ as an 
external environment. Posthumanist praxis must embrace forms of environmental 
organisation and politics which understand the Anthropocene as a crisis of human-animal 
relations and of a whole way of becoming human with others in a more-than-human world.  
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