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CONCLUSION

ANIMALS, THE ANTHROPOCENE, AND BIOPOLITICS

A Labor of Sisyphus

Life in the Anthropocenc is too strange to be human and afforded
rights. It is too social and multiple to be objectified and given a
price. And it is too feral to be pure or risky to be liberated in the

wilderness.

—Jamie LoriMer, Wildlife in the Anthropocene

Biopolitics in the Twenty-First Century

n the narrative of evolution, every “age” is the age of a dominant life-form.

The current Anthropocene is a small blip on the evolutionary radar screen.

The age of the dinosaurs was a much greater story. They dominated the
planet for more than 150 million years, and just as the plant and animal re-
mains of their time are now fuel for our modern civilization, our future re-
mains will likely be a resource for the next dominant species. We could not
have done it without the help of other animals and plants. Since the Great
Domestication, we have depended on a small but essential number of species.
We have also hastened the extinction of numerous other species. Planetary
evolution is indifferent to a looming mass extinction largely of our own mak-
ing. The planet will heat up and evenrually go into another Ice Age. Existing
species will vanish, and new species will come into being.

Just as “sustainability” was the mantra of late twentiech-century environ-

mentalism, “resiliency” is the buzzword of twenty-first-century climare change.
As global warming heats the planet, animals and plants have read the news and
are moving to more hospitable habitats. The vacuum is being filled by new
invasive species moving into these destabilized habitats. Life everywhere is on
the move, seeking better environs. Humans are also thinking more seriously
abour the viability of their own civilization. If human evolution—perhaps all
of evolution—experiences critical thresholds of optimal adaptation only when
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on the brink, when on the precipice of a crisis, then this is our moment, this is
our Century.

In The Fate of Species (2012), Fred Guterl identifies six major threats fac-
ing humans in the twenty-first century: (1) superviruses, (2) species extinc-
tion, (3) climate change, (4) ecosystemic collapse, (5) synthetic biology, and
(6) arrificial intelligence (Al). Four of these challenges are playing out cur-
rently—superviruses, species extincrion, climate change, and ecosystemic
disruption. Biotech Frankenstein monsters, malignant designer diseases, and
fully autonomous Al and robots are no longer the stuff of science fiction.
Robots and synthetic life-forms will be mainstream by the twenty-first cen-
tury’s end, Gurerl is a “techno-optimist,” a believer in human high-tech inge-
nuity.' He rejects what he regards as the twin extremes of megatechnological
geoengineering and environmentalist calls for a return to a simpler life.* He
recommends carbon sequestration, changing farming methods, more generi-
cally modified foods, shifting from annual to perennial crops, bioengineering
synthetic meats from stem cells, and “reengineering wild animals that can
live in the world as we've changed it.”* He concludes: “Humanity is a bold
assertion, a derisive snort at nature. We've beaten the odds so far. To con-
tinue beating them will take every good idea.™

As [ have maintained throughour this book, | remain skeptical of the abil-
ity of our lare-modern civilization to meet the challenges of the Anthropocene.
The fact that “humanity is a bold assertion” and has defined its identity in
terms of “a derisive snort ar nature” is precisely the problem. 1 believe that
techno-liberalism will not be enough to save us. Yet the key to this statement
lies in the “us.” Who are the “we” likely to beat the odds? For most anthropo-
centric liberals, it is civilized humanity. Yet for posthumanists, the “we” is the
biosphere and its living inhabitants. From the perspective of animal life, the
odds are not that good. Humans will adapr and survive, but at what cost to
other species?

Jedediah Purdy shares Guterl’s liberal optimism when it comes to the
Anthropocene, yet his source of hope and inspiration is not humanity’s tech-
nological cleverness but rather the American “environmental imagination”
and our ability throughout our history to translate this into an effective pol-
itics and progressive legislation. Of course, this ability has not been without
great struggle, but each major era of American history has resulted in not
only a new democratic politics of nature but also a new paradigm of environ-
mental law that has served the country well. In After Nature: A Politics for the
Anthropocene (2015), Purdy reconstructs four historical versions of the Amer-
ican environmental imagination in the buildup to a fifth vision we need to
forge today in response to the challenge of our time, the Anthropocene.



ANIMALS, THE ANTHROPOCENE, AND BIOPOLITICS 177

Purdy’s conception of politics, historiography, and the environment re-
volves around his idea of imaginative lawmaking;

From the beginning, as noted in the Prologue, there has been a link
between how Americans have acted toward the natural world and
how they have imagined it—as a wilderness designed by God to
become a garden, as a piece of symbolic art with the power 1o bring
spiritual insight, as a storehouse of essential resources for narional

wealth.}?

Law is a circuit berween imagination and the material world. Laws
choreograph human action in a thousand ways[.)¢

Laws play out the logic of competing versions of environmental imag-
ination.”

Law is the warp and weft that bind the two, shaping the material
landscape, guiding human action on it, by translating ideal images of
people and nature into concrete regimes of power.*

What then should be the next environmental imagination and legal regime
for the Anthropocene? To sum up Purdy’s vision in one sentence, we need a
“democratic Anthropocene” capable of reining in the “neoliberal Anthropo-
cene” and addressing the “paradigmatic problems” of “food, the treatment of
animals, and climate change.” This vision requires establishing a new farming
and food system; addressing “the unsettling perception that we do not know,
maybe cannot know, the ethical status, meaning, or experience of another liv-
ing thing that stands in front of us™; and developing “new standards of success”
with respect to climate change.”

Three issues addressed by Purdy speak directly to the concerns of this
book: (1) the treatment of animals, (2) posthumanism, and (3) democracy in
the Anthropocene. He acknowledges the animal welfare/rights divide. Both
sides care deeply about animals, develop reasonable arguments, and cannot
resolve their differences. He also is unable, or unwilling, to reconcile this
impasse. However, he believes that both sides share an overconfidence in
claiming to “know” animals and what they want. They underestimate “the
difficulty of interpreting animal experience.”' For Purdy, “not knowing
another’s consciousness” leaves us in a condition of “uncanniness” and “offers
an ethics of uncertainty, a pause before judgment.”’* We “simply do not know
what is behind another pair of eyes, and what is projection from behind our
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own.”" We are in the infancy of animal studies and need more data, more
legal discovery.

One attempr at illuminating the lifeworld of animals is posthumanism,
which calls for, among other things, “leveling the hierarchical divide between
human and nonhuman by blurring the boundary.”" The basis of value is shift-
ed from the prevailing norm of anthropocentric humanism to biocentric “auto-
poesis.” We are a more complex emergent order of self-organizing marter
“among other emergent orders.”"* Humans are not the only agents in the world.
It is more accurate to view the world not in terms of agents and nonagents but
in terms of “actants” (borrowing Jane Bennett’s term)."" Humans, animals.
plants, biotic entiries, and ecological processes all act on each other in complex
cause-and-effect networks. This “new animism” extends the principle of equal-
ity of valuarion to all life-forms. Purdy believes that posthumanism has the
potential to initiate “a Copernican revolution in ethical imagination.””

The chief threat to our future is neoliberalism, with its corporate-cen-
tered view of the planet as a quantifiable standing reserve of consumable
resources, its strategies of globalization, and free-market and megatechno-
logical solutions to al| problems, including global warming and biodiversity.
Purdy regards this model of planetary management as antipolirical and anti-
democratic. Since he believes that our current crisis is ultimately political,
politics must lead us out of this neoliberal dead end. Yet what kind of politics?
Purdy advocares a new vision of democracy capable of providing the under-
pinnings and structure for a new environmental imagination and era of envi-
ronmental lawmaking. A democracy “open to post-human encounters with
the living world would be more likely to find ways to restrain its demands
and stop short of exhausting the planet.”™

Purdy’s vision of posthumanist democracy and a new environmentalism
is grandiose, noble, and presented in eloquent, inspirational, poetic prose. His
optimism is a reaffirmation of American liberal environmenralism. | agree
with his characterization of the Anthropocene as a powerful framing concept
for understanding our time; critiquing neoliberal globalization; and identify-
ing our food system, the plight of animals, and climate change as our great
challenges. Yer [ find his vision of a new Anthropocene politics unconvincing.
Purdy’s conception of politics is liberal, legalistic, and idealistic. He acknowl-
edges that “the public language and legal forms of modern liberalism is a poor
sort of knowledge” and “palpably arrificial.”'” We need a more imaginative
dimension to mainstream liberalism. Yert in the end it is law that defines poli-
tics, an idealistic view of law as the cause rather than the effect of change, as
the connective tissue between the ideal images of people and institutional
reality rather than as the handmaiden of powerful material interests, and in
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the more Platonic sense of an ideal form that shapes reality rather than in the
Weberian sense of the routinization and legitimation of power.

This conception of politics informs his idea of Anthropocene democracy,
which is painted in very speculative and broad brushstrokes. Purdy admits
that democracy in the world “has not been doing well.” | would contend that
it has been effectively outflanked by neoliberal globalization and technocracy.
Democracy in the Anthropocene is dedicated to equality; is highly discursive
and driven by active citizens (your voice and vote count); is “exemplary, or
prophetic”; “less beholden to money”; “capable of self-restraint™; and posthu-
manist.?* How all of these key features come together as a working model is
unknown. For Purdy, democracy in the Anthropocene is largely a set of arri-
tudes, an ethos capable of generating a new environmental imaginarion. How
this new democratic imaginary is translated into environmental law that is
able to effectively rein in our neoliberal Anthropocene is not developed.

As for the promise of posthumanism as a candidate for a new environmen-
tal imagination, following his position on the animal welfare/rights debate,
Purdy resists making “the choice between the post-human position and the
humanist riposte, and instead adopr(s) both.” Let’s “learn from both,” he
says.”! In the end, he is a modern liberal humanist who believes that humans
are qualitatively different from all other forms of life. We are not assemblages
of matter like other life-forms. We are distinctive zoon politikon. Posthuman-
ism is “just another name for an enriched humanism.”?* We should be open
to posthumanist experiences, but posthumanism cannot translate into any-
thing other than an intuition and feeling for the nonhuman world. While in
principle we may believe in interspecies equality, in “liberal society and legal-
istic culture,” it is impossible to implement this ethical ideal into a politics and
laws, because we fundamentally cannot “know” animals, and therefore they
cannot be represented in human councils.”* We should admit that “we don't
know what an animal’s life means, to it or to us.”** The best we can do is to
approximate their lifeworld through anthropomorphic projection.

I take issue with this rather superficial view of animals. The case | make
for posthumanism as a coevolutionary, biocentric, lifeworld-based ethics
refutes this. We can know animals if we make them central to our lives as
members of our community. One can turn Purdy’s view of animals toward
humans. Do we really “know” human beings in some deep existential, embod-
ied sense? Has advanced liberal capitalism not rendered most of our experi-
ences and knowledge of our fellow human beings superficial and instrumental?
Furthermore, for Purdy, the question of animals is essentially a stand-in for
“the larger issue of how to see nature.”?* The challenges facing animals in the
Anthropocene are enormous, complex, ethical, and biopolitical questions of
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life and death. His response to the question of animals in the Anthropocene
is essentially a new version of the old animal welfarism.

As this century literally heats up and Anthropocene trends intensifyv.
our species will redouble its efforts to protect its civilization from an ever-
increasing set of challenges and resiliency tests. The list is long and grow-
ing longer—extreme weather incidents, coastal deterioration, habitat loss
and fragmentation, ecosystem disruption, infrastructure disintegrarion and
breakdowns, population pressures, mega-urbanization, overconsumption,
displaced populations, refugee migrations, pandemic breakouts, resource
production and allocation bottlenecks, cascade effects, system-capacity over-
loads, and technological overreach. The human race will become even more
human-centered as it pulls out all the stops to ensure not its survival, which
is not in critical jeopardy, but rather its current standard of living. This goal
will come ar the expense of the majority of life on planet Earch—the world’s
poorest human populations, the world’s animals, and the biosphere.

The institutional logic of advanced modernity is weighed heavily toward
policy responses thar leverage “big modernity”
tives and international agreements, mega-engineering projects, and technoc-
racy. The same mind-ser that inaugurated the Anthropocene will be called
on to tame and control it. This policy orientation represents an even stronger
tightening of the ideology of anthropocentrism. Civilization will circle the
wagons under the banner of “resilience”—human resiliency, or, more pre-

a plethora of global iniria-

cisely, the resiliency of its power elites and their propertied resources.

Where Earth is headed geologically and biologically beyond this century
is not fully known to us. Whar we do know is that the planet will continue
to warm up, altering land, sea, and air environments and thus the conditions
within which evolution takes place. We will have a much better sense of our
planet’s future at the end of this century. If trends continue, we will be much
farther down the road toward triggering a mass sixth extinction. Environ-
mentally, the Anthropocene will begin to replicate conditions that existed on
Earth during the early Eocene epoch fifty-six million to forty-nine million
years ago. The Eocene began ten million years after the last mass extinction
wiped out most of the dinosaurs and ended the great age of large repriles.
This cleaned the evolutionary slate for the rise of mammals. Eocene translates
as “dawn of new fauna” (i.e., mammals). The genesis of this new epoch was
a major global-warming event that played out over several thousand years and
kept Earth in warm greenhouse conditions for seven million years—the
Paleocene-Eocene Thermal Maximum (PETM).

If the Anthropocene re-creates Eocene-like conditions on Earth over the
next two to three centuries, then what will the biosphere look like? In general,
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we can expect major mass migrations of life from old to new ecosystems,
which will send both into disequilibrium. Ecologically, the planet will become
more homogenized, and biologically more and more species will become inva-
sive. The result will be simple ecosystems, which translates into less biodiver-
sity. There will likely be fewer species within a habirar, but they will be more
dominant, predarory, and spread throughout the general population. In short,
expect more turbulent habitats and more competition within and berween
species. Expect a more visible and pronounced struggle for existence.

A warmer planet is likely to be beneficial to many plant species, since
carbon-dioxide levels and temperatures will be higher, creating better condi-
tions for photosynthesis. As for the oceans, expect the disappearance of many
coral reefs; fewer fish and sea mammals; rising extinction rates; and more
mass migrations, infestations, and deaths. Expect much higher levels of algae,
which will compromise and kill off even more marine species. Our blue
planer will become blue-green. Expect a golden age of jellyfish. Expect a
global surge in insect populations and larger insects. Expect environments
dominated by swarms of larger and more aggressive mosquitoes. Infectious
diseases take hold and spread in warmer, more humid environments. Thus,
expect malaria, dengue, and Zika virus belts to expand. Expect more and
larger reptiles, especially snakes. Overall, expect a world with fewer mam-
mals, birds, amphibians, and fish; less ocean life; and more plants, insects,
and simpler life-forms. Therefore, expect more bacteria, spores, fungi, para-
sites, moss, millipedes, ants, termites, spiders, lizards, snakes, and, of course,
humans. Over the next few centuries, what we will likely witness is the devo-
lution of “higher,” more complex life-forms combined with the punctuated
evolution of simpler life-forms.

A Labor of Sisyphus

In The Myth of Sisyphus (1942), Albert Camus defines the human condition as
“absurd.” We confront a universe largely unfathomable and indifferent to our
existence, yet it is in our nature to find a purpose or reason for our place in the
world. The search for meaning is fundamental to our existence. It is the con-
sequence of having a large, complex brain that produces surplus consciousness.
We are overly conscious busybodies. For Camus, the world itself is not absurd;
rather, our efforts to understand it are. Two predominant types of answers
have been given to us by the world’s great thinkers and salvationists—religion
and reason. Yet the metaphysical hope provided by traditional religion and the
systems of logical empiricism developed by modern philosophy and science are
insufficient. Religion, philosophy, and science come up short.*
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Camus maintains that the fundamental contradicrions of life must be
lived and worked through in the realm of action. The experience of life culti-
vates in us a tragic awareness of the human condition. There is no escape or
exit from our fate, yer rather than give ourselves over to despair, resignation,
nihilism, or false utopias, we should adopr the perspective of conscious revolt.”
This rebellion is not ontological. It is not a revolt against existence itself. It is
a revolt against the concrete injustices of this world. In The Rebel (1951),
Camus urters his famous reversal of Descartes— 1 revolt, therefore we exist.”**
It is through our commitment to action, not in the abstract but to specific
causes, that we find our place in the world and solidarity with others. In the
end, Camus leaves us with two models. The Myth of Sisyphus represents the
model of the individual in revolt, The Plague offers us a model of a commu-
nity in revolt,

For Camus, the ancient Greek myth of Sisyphus exemplifies his response
to the human condition. Sisyphus’s fame comes not from his exploits among
his fellow humans but from his defiance of the gods, not once burt twice.
Condemned to Hades by Zeus, Sisyphus outwits Thanatos (death) and
imprisons him in his home. Ares, the god of war, frees Thanatos and delivers
Sisyphus to Zeus. Before his descent to Hades, Sisyphus subverts the accus-
tomed funeral rituals and appeals to the goddess Persephone that he needs to
return to Earth for three days to arrange a proper burial and funeral. She
allows him to go home. Once free from Hades, he refuses to return and lives
a long life until he dies an old man. For his crimes against the gods and cosmic
order, Sisyphus is sentenced by Zeus to roll a huge boulder up a hill only to
have it roll back again. It is his labor for all eternity.

Sisyphus is Camus’s “absurd hero.” He respects his passionate embrace of
life in all of its contradictions and identifies with his scorn of the gods. Yer
ultimately he valorizes how he accepts his fate, owns it, and transforms it
through Sroic rebellion: “His fate belongs to him. His rock is his thing."*
What most interests Camus is “that pause” as Sisyphus “watches the stone
rush down in a few moments toward that lower world whence he will have to
push it up again roward the summic™*

I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the mountain. One always finds one’s
burden again. Bur Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the
gods and raises rocks. He too concludes that all is well. This universe
henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile.
Each atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled moun-
tain, in itself forms a world. The struggle itself toward the heights is
enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.*
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In The Plague (1947), a fictional account of the response of the inhabi-
tants of Oran, Algeria, to the onset of bubonic plague, Camus works out his
model of a community in revolt. The plague appears mysteriously, is indif-
ferent to human suffering and death, and disappears as mysteriously as it
appears. All the main characters represent different types of what existential-
ists refer to as authentic and inauthentic ways of life. Father Paneloux, the
doctrinaire Cartholic priest, explains the plague as divine punishment for our
sins. Jean Tarrou, the son of a public prosecutor, has come to Oran to heal
his troubled conscience and seek moral redemption. He views the world as
being in the grip of rational murderers. Disgusted with the machinery of
modern justice, he aspires to be an “innocent murderer.” Raymond Ramberr,
a journalist on assignment from Paris, regards the plague as not his problem
and does all he can to convince local bureaucrats to allow him 1o go home to
his happy bourgeois world. Grand, a lonely civil servant, lives in a bipolar
world of mundane routines and grandiose fantasies. Dr. Bernard Rieux, a
doctor and Camus’s Sisyphean hero, fights the plague day by day with Stoic
dedication.

In dealing with the plague, Camus's characters overcome their personal
estrangements through action and solidarity. Through his characters, Camus
expresses his personal, philosophical, and artistic beliefs and commitments.
Father Panaleoux’s first sermon exemplifies all that Camus despises in official
religion. However, his arrogant faith in God’s cosmic justice is shaken by the
agonizing death of Judge Othon’s child, and his second sermon expresses a
more humane humility.” Through Tarrou, Camus communicates his belief
that moral purity is impossible. We all have blood on our hands.** As for Dr.
Rieux, he embodies Camus’s ideal of being-in-the-world. He is world-weary
but resilient. He befriends all the main characters and listens to their stories
in a nonjudgmental way. He is lacking in moral self-righteousness but is
firmly dedicated to fighting cruelty and relieving suffering. Fighting the
plague is an act of common decency, not heroism. He confesses to Tarrou
that he feels “more fellowship with the defeated than with saints. Heroism
and sanctity don’t really appeal to me, | imagine. What interests me is being
a man."*"" And as the plague subsides, he realizes thar “plague,” a metaphor
for all the concrete social evils of the world, never really dies but is reborn in
a new and different form with each new generation.”

The labor of Sisyphus and the community in revolt against injustice are
compelling models of being-in-the-world. One discovers clarity of purpose in
one’s commitment to a course of action carried out with Stoic determination.
One takes up a cause knowing full well that one’s preferred or expected out-
come is neither guaranteed nor likely. The historical context of Camus’s
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thinking, writing, and politics was World War Il and the Holocaust. Our
time is one of climate change and the holocaust facing animals. The Anthro-
pocene is our “plague.” Camus’s challenge was the human condition. Our
challenge is the posthumanist condition. In my own mind, adopting an evo-
lutionary worldview renders the world meaningful. Life evolves, adapts, and
coevolves. The first two processes are facts of life, occurring regardless of
whether we are fully conscious of them. The third piece of the puzzle, coevo-
lution, allows for conscious agency in a limited sense.

Carrie Packwood Freeman characterizes humans “as social animals who
are uniquely prone to excess, explaining the biological need for humanity’s
complex ethical systems.”* | agree chat humans are prone to excess, but they
are not unique in this regard. All animals—indeed, all living things—have
an evolutionary drive toward excess displayed in different ways to ensure
survival by optimizing adaptability. An optimal survival strategy is to prolif-
erate and dominate. The difference is that most nonhuman animal excess is
checked by environmental pressures. Most living organisms and populations
live within the boundaries of larger ecological forces. What is unique about
human excess is our ability to overcome environmental checks and balances.
We are good ar manufacturing excessive excess.

Modernity today is a juggernaut that has shifted into radical hyperdrive.
As the human race becomes more fully modern, animals become more criti-
cally endangered. The odds are stacked against many animals. The human
desire for animal meat is increasing as the world’s middle class mushrooms.
The world’s oceans are overfished. CAFOs are growing globally. Climate
change is radically altering habitats, and human terraforming continues to
eliminate and fragment animal habitats. Many charismatic megafauna as
well as the smallest of species will be gone if not ecologically extinct by cen-
tury’s end. Shelters, zoos, and sanctuaries cannot accommodare all the aban-
doned, abused, and surplus animals.

The task is so formidable and daunting that our interventions become
Sisyphean labors. In most circumstances, the plight of animals today can be
reasonably comprehended and acted on only by adopting a calibrated form
of triage biopolitics.

One can, however, be fortified by the knowledge that all evolution is
local. The basis of macroevolution is microevolution. So it is with coevolu-
tion. It is here that we can cultivate a modest Sisyphean optimism. The next
social contract will be shaped by the efforts of a diverse array of inhabitants
of the posthumanist archipelago. I hope they will be equipped wich an aware-
ness and knowledge of the challenges facing nonhuman animals and humans
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in the Anthropocene, with a critical citizen’s eye on the legitimacy deficits of
late-modern civilization, and with a posthumanist ethics and sense of justice.

Posthumanism is about up-close, real-world engagement with nonhuman
animals as coevolutionary coinhabitants. On a personal level, | recommend
that you do some serious homework. Be patient. Know the risks, the dangers,
and your limitations. See the nobility in what are often mundane labors. Be
prepared for adversity, frustration, defeat, and loss. Reach out to others. Since
you are a culturally productive learning animal, if you take the time, you will
find that your fellow animals are much smarter, reasonable, sophisticated,
adaptable, and intuitive than you think. You can learn a lot from them. Go
to where animals are and build communities around them. Making common
cause with the plight of animals is a worthy calling. In doing so, you will
discover that the lives of animals make life worth living.
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