
Cover	  image:	  Eco-‐genocide	  on	  the	  Great	  Plains.	  A	  mountain	  of	  bison	  skulls	  to	  be	  used	  as	  fertilizer,	  Rougeville,	  Michigan,	  ca.	  1890.	  
Photo:	  Public	  domain,	  photographer	  unknown 

Diasporas of the So-Called Anthropocene 

Notes in the Margins of "The Anthropocene Atlas of Geneva" - An essay 
by Gene Ray 

ISSUE – Journal of art & design HEAD – Geneva, 24 June 2019; For online version with images 
and embedded videos, see https://issue-journal.ch/focus-posts/diasporas-of-the-so-called-
anthropocene/  

 

The ancients’ intercourse with the cosmos had been different: the ecstatic trance (im Rausche). For it 
is in this experience alone that we gain assurance about what is nearest to us and what is remotest to 
us, and never of one without the other. This means, however, that mankind can be in ecstatic 
contact with the cosmos only communally. It is the dangerous error of moderns to regard this 
experience as unimportant and avoidable, and to consign it to the individual as rapturous effusing 
(Schwärmerei) over fine starry nights. 

                      – Walter Benjamin, “To the Planetarium” (1928) 

  

Allegory for Fossil Collectors 

In Baroque allegory, Walter Benjamin asserts, “the gaze of melancholy” turns history into “a 
petrified, primordial landscape.” The melancholic allegorist reduces or mortifies nature to history. 
“Everything about history that, from the very beginning, has been untimely, sorrowful, 



unsuccessful, is expressed in a face – or rather in a death’s head.” All “nature-history” takes the form 
of the ruin: “In the ruin history has physically merged into the setting.” In German Baroque tragedy 
(Trauerspiel: literally, “mourning-play”), history comes on stage “as script,” as the writing on the wall 
that speaks incessantly of transience: the ruin, the relic, the mark or graffito, the material wreckage 
and aftermath of disaster. As stage property, the death’s head condenses the point at which nature 
as decay crosses history as catastrophe.1 

These ideas resonate today with emerging “structures of feeling” of the so-called Anthropocene, 
including new forms of that old malady, “left-wing melancholy.”2 In what is evidently a widely 
shared shift of perception and affect in the wealthiest nations, the planet comes to be seen as 
“ruins,” a scene of destruction and loss in which the survival of “civilization” is suddenly at stake.3 
Even more unnerving is what Elizabeth Povinelli calls “Nonlife”: the necessity now to face, think, 
and feel a possible return to a planetary state of no life at all.4 Anxieties about planetary meltdown 
and extinction are now entering mainstream politics in many countries, mixing with fury over 
decades of neo-liberal plunder, austerity, and impunity. In this volatile politics, divergent and 
antagonistic tendencies abound. In France, the ZAD and Gilets Jaunes; in the UK, Extinction 
Rebellion; across Europe, school strikes for climate justice; in the USA, Standing Rock and Sunrise. 
But also: Charleston, Charlottesville, Pittsburgh, Christchurch, the terror of resurgent white 
supremacism, neofascisms, eco-fascism. The mimetic reverberations produce effects and impact 
lives in San Juan, Port-au-Prince, São Paolo, Manila, New Delhi, Lagos, and everywhere else. Below, 
I discuss aspects of these antagonisms, and some prospects for art and politics in planetary 
meltdown. 

Geneva, End of the Holocene 

As 2018 came to an end, The Anthropocene Atlas of Geneva completed its work.5 A hybrid of art, critical 
theory, and methods borrowed from anthropology, science studies, and the critical humanities, this 
research project studied responses to planetary meltdown through video interviews and artistic and 
theoretical reflection. I forego here any attempt to rehearse the history of the project or to extract 
some kind of “executive summary” of the research findings. Even less do I try to update the 
differentiated representations of the so-called Anthropocene to be found in the online Atlas; the 
dismal conclusions of the many scientific reports that have appeared already in 2019 will not be 
surveyed here. I try, rather, to draw out from the experience of the research some questions and 
reflections about what the practice of art-based research can be, under conditions of planetary 
meltdown. I do this by responding to and interpreting the energies condensed in one short video 
work made by Janis Schroeder at the end of the research project. I allow these reflections to interact 
with some more directly political propositions about our end-Holocene predicaments. 
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Allegory for Anticolonials 

If Benjamin’s Trauerspiel text is read together with his crucial last essay, “On the Concept of History” 
(1940), allegory begins to look like a cultural code that can be operated in either direction. The terror 
of history can be coagulated into images of still life, in which every part and fragment can be 
interpreted as the irreparable ruination of the whole.6 But Marx had posed a revolutionary solvent 
to liberate and transform the labor, energies, and relations congealed in the commodity form.7 By 
1940, Benjamin had worked out a heretical variation on historical materialism that salvages allegory 
for the struggle against fascism. 

The famous angel of history – who, wings pinned to the winds in the storm called progress, gazes 
back on the growing wreckage – is an allegory of “homogeneous, empty time,” in which the victors 
of history continuously step on and over the oppressed and defeated. The culture and traditions of 
the defeated are plundered by the victors, and displayed as cultural trophies. But the heretical 
materialist critic, brushing history against the grain and refusing identification with the victors, can 
interpret the fragments from the class position of the oppressed in struggle. Each fragment of ruin 
rescued from “becoming a tool of the ruling classes” in this way wrests a bit of “tradition from the 
conformism that is working to overpower it.”8 

In the “true image of the past,” which flares up or flits by in danger, those struggling for justice today 
can recognize an energizing affinity or kinship with particular struggles of the past. Charged with 
“Now-time,” such images bring tradition and contemporary urgency into articulation and alliance, 
breaking the hold of “homogeneous, empty time.” As “Now-time,” history is vibrant with 
transformative possibility for the present.9 Under the gaze of a radical interpretation, then, each 
fragment can unfold an allegory of resistance to domination, and all the fragments are scanned and 



sifted in search of those few that, just now, will look back with the energy of “an alarm clock that in 
each minute rings for sixty seconds.”10 

Allegory, then, can either petrify the living or vivify the dead. Melancholy can paralyze or, 
transformed, can stimulate an urgent “organization of pessimism.”11 Allegory represents, but it also 
does, performs, connects coherently to practice and becomes practice. Allegory would seem to be a 
modernist method for investigating the ruins of modernity, or better, the social and ecological force 
fields that, interacting, generate the continuum of catastrophe. The allegorist can move around in 
the ruins and force fields without resisting the continuum, showing merely that anything can be 
made to mean anything. Or she or he can seek encounters – true images of the past, in Benjamin’s 
sense – that expose the dominant flows of force and at the same time interrupt them. As a procedure 
of writing, reading, or making art, allegory opens passages between the visible and the invisible, the 
nearest and the remotest, the now of the living and the then of the dead. As can be seen in 
contemporary monetization no less than in traditional magic, similarity (affinities, correspondences) 
and metamorphosis would seem to be the mimetic common denominators of all allegorical 
operations. 

The fetish-screens of modernity deliver their compulsive enjoyments, but also reflect – the eyes and 
parts of captured users and, in the background, the violent transformation of planet into 
necroscapes. Sorcery, spells, conjurations, and shape-shifting abound. The need becomes urgent, to 
analyze the ambiguous power and play of mimetic enactment in the politics of late modernity: a 
decolonizing anthropology holds up a mirror full of implications. Reading Benjamin, Michael 
Taussig suggests that practices of mimesis permeate social relations and violence on the “colonial 
frontier,” where moderns meet their others. Magical effects, he suggests, saturate economy and the 
state: thinking about commodity fetishism, Taussig notes that Marx “could just as well have used 
the term ‘animism’.”12 Trained to take on the bodies and points of view of animals or the dead, 
shamans, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro asserts, must be acknowledged as political artists.13 In the so-
called Anthropocene, the academic critique of modernity has produced a deepening questioning of 
the borders between human and non-human, and new forms of “vital materialism” are compelled to 
re-approach the knowledge and cosmovisions of contemporary Indigenous peoples with a new 
respect. 

But if mimetic energies are everywhere, what are the political implications? In Benjamin’s 
allegorical aphorism “To the Planetarium,” from One-Way Street (1928), we can perhaps begin to see 
divergent qualities of mimesis in political terms. One crux of this short but wildly suggestive text, 
highlighted in the epigraph above, is in the difference between ecstatic trance or intoxication 
(Rausch) and the pseudo-rapture of effusing and swooning (Schwärmerei) before clichés of sublimity 
(starry skies, but also the “nation,” its flag, its song, its bloody shirt). Benjamin may be thinking of 
Nietzsche’s association of Rausch with the Dionysiac drive, or of its articulation with the Apolline 
performed in ancient Greek tragedy. Rausch is communal, a sharable grounding experience of 
bonding and mutuality: “Freely the earth offers up her gifts, and the beasts of prey from mountain 
and desert approach in peace.”14 By contrast Schwärmerei would seem to be a botched mimesis that 
isolates the modern subject from cosmos, planet, and commons, connecting her or him instead to 
destructive and self-destructive forms of sociability. The social nexus of relations and forces, rather 
than the subjective intention, would be the materialist difference, but it must be said that no border 
here seems very assured, least of all that between any individual body and everything else. 

In “Surrealism” (1929), Benjamin interprets the Surrealist project as an attempt “to win the energies 
of intoxication (Rausch) for the revolution.”15 He sees the possibilities of this conjunction of art, 
technics, and class struggle, but he also sees the risk that such a project could lapse into an 
aestheticizing of politics that aligns with fascism. Esther Leslie argues that Benjamin’s analysis took 
a sobering turn with “Theories of German Fascism” (1930); six years later, in the famous Artwork 
essay, he tried to introduce new concepts for a theory of art that would be “completely useless for 
the purposes of fascism.”16 Yet, a persistent, if qualified, openness to energies that cannot be reduced 
to modernist epistemologies is the very wildness of his heretical materialism. These and other 
unresolved tensions among the moments of Benjamin’s writings remain as a stimulus to critical 
reading. 

Today it is crucial to remember the modernity of fascism: far from a regression to pre-modern social 
relations, twentieth-century fascisms merely re-energized, in the context of a ruling class 
emergency, the violence already institutionalized in the modernist nexus of nation-state, capital, 



science, technics, and bureaucracy. At this moment, when proto- and neo-fascisms are re-emerging, 
and as many moderns seek to learn from Indigenous land and water struggles how a non-
dominating relation to nature may be socially organized and politically supported, the imperative is 
to fight for a plurality of post-capitalist, “post-modernist” worlds. The differences between emerging 
forms of mutuality and emerging forms of neo-fascist “blood and soil” are, I contend, readily 
recognizable. 

The social core of reparative justice would be “more-than-human” mutuality.17 The embarrassment 
or derision such traditional “beliefs” provoke among moderns – an effect of epistemicide – has 
become untimely.18 The pressure of events will teach many who are already alive today to commune 
with non-human kindred, including the dead, just as surely as many will relearn how to read sky 
and water, graft fruit trees and vines, weave on looms, throw clay pots on wheels, pulp rag for paper, 
and bind their own books. Such post-digital re-skilling, rebuilding local knowledge commons, is 
already political intervention. The condescending dismissal of today’s spreading movements of craft 
revivals and small, slow, needs-oriented production is mistaken. An interest in making things that 
are durable and repairable, preferably by repurposing some of the material refuse that modernity 
has over-produced, is an eminently sensible reach for self-rescue – and one that is readily shared 
and collectivized. Practical critiques of commodity obsolescence are demands from below for a 
reordering of needs and production in relation to mutuality and “livability.”19 Jason Hickel’s case for 
“radical abundance” is a promising contribution to the liberation of degrowth from hostile images of 
scarcity.20 
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Aphorisms for Gardeners 

We have reached the moment in which the risks of hanging on to modernity outweigh the risks of 
letting modernity go. 



Not everyone sees it that way, of course. For the globalized ruling classes, the end of modernity, 
entailing as it does the end of capitalism and the extinction of their own social order, can only be 
imagined as the end of the world, tout court. 

For many Indigenous peoples, for whom modernity is an ongoing apocalypse that arrived by 
invasion 500 years ago, the end of modernity could appear as an opening to reparation, the 
reactivation of sacred time and mutuality prophesied by ancestors. 

Modernity once promised that donning the point of view of the ruling classes would be rewarded 
with a share of the material plunder. Its ideological achievement was to have demoralized and 
corrupted a great part of humanity into accepting this fraudulent claim. 

In late modernity, these promises were abandoned as no longer credible: precariousness, austerity, 
and debtors’ prisons are the beating sticks left over, after all the carrot cake was privatized. 

Yesterday the banks were “too big to fail” – the claim was not, note, that they deserved to be rescued. 
Tomorrow, if all goes according to plan, it will be the oil and gas conglomerates; the bill will again 
be aimed at the poor.21 

The more profound question is: who will accept and who will reject the apologia that modernity is 
too big to fail, now that melting ice has exposed its political bankruptcy? 

There is no ethically correct living in the socially false, a critic of the untrue totality wrote in the 
wake of World War 2, as he resigned himself to writing refined messages in bottles.22 Planetary 
meltdown imposes different urgencies and favors different wagers. 

The social tipping points are arriving a few beats behind the ecological ones. 

 

What Blows in, What Flows in 

In December 2018, Janis Schroeder made a short video “trailer,” the first of four intended to serve as 
introductions to the Atlas.23 I focus on the first, The Anthropocene Atlas of Geneva: Trailer 01. This work 
begins with the map of the Geneva region from the Atlas website homepage, then locates and 
zooms-in on the location dot accessing a video interview with Jacques Grinevald, a well-known 
Geneva historian of natural science and technology who serves on the Anthropocene Working 
Group of the International Commission on Stratigraphy. Instead of going directly to this interview, 
however, Schroeder’s work makes a detour through a short passage of video made on the shore of 
Lake Geneva. This prelude invites dialogue between an audio-visual fragment of lakescape and the 
interview excerpt that follows it. A similar video passage then follows the interview excerpt, in a 
kind of “return” that rolls back and slows down the linear structure and temporality of the short 
video form. 

Schroeder’s structured combinatory method can indicate what the “art” in “art-based research” may 
consist in. The conception, selection, and editing process mimetically condenses the research 
process of the project as a whole, while giving delicate expression to one artist-researcher’s 
experience of it. Sensuous, critical, and reflective, the resulting video document rehearses the 
research process and reflects six years of thinking and feeling about planetary meltdown – a 
research object that intrinsically carries and transmits a complex load of intense emotional charges. 
A new representation of planetary disturbance emerges from the interactions of these elements, in 
both form and content. 

I dwell on these interactions, because the subtlety and sensitivity by which this montage produces 
its effects and resonance should be appreciated. Schroeder has selected an interview excerpt in 
which Jacques Grinevald comments on Geneva’s place in the international commodities trade, a 
topic that has probably generated more discussions within the Atlas project (among both 
researchers and advisors) than any other. This profitable economic process, commodities trading, 



produces a substantial part of the wealth and power of Geneva.  At the same time, it implicates the 
city in the far-flung industrial processes and effects that have pushed the planet out of its Holocene 
climate. The enclosure, extraction, refinement, monocultural production, and global shipping of 
commodities belong integrally to the social processes that cause climate chaos, toxification, and 
species extinction, as well as associated social conflicts and displacements. Caught in ever-
accelerating flows dense with digital transactions, every commodity is a shattered fragment of 
planet, a relic of violence that writes modernity’s immanent drift across land, sky, and waters. As of 
2016, one-third of all the oil traded globally was bought and sold from Geneva; the links to carbon-
dioxide emissions, rising global temperatures and sea levels, and ocean acidification are clear.24 
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first	  atomic	  explosion	  on	  July	  16,	  1945.	  Public	  domain. 

 

Aphorisms for Antifascists 

Calls to power-down and disarm modernity appear, in the discursive and imaginary refractions of 
dominant spectacle, as utopian folly, or as masochistic return to the miseries of the stone age. 

Such insistent dismissals should be answered back with sharp questions: who profits from 
modernity and its progress, now that planetary meltdown is underway? Who loses, given the social 
intransigence of business as usual? 

And the non-humans whose existence is also at stake in any violent continuation of modernity: who 
dared to exclude them from the deliberations of justice and decisions of politics? 

Power up, then, and accelerate the acceleration? AI to the rescue? An end to work, in capitalism? 
Really, and what energy will all the robots and cyborgs run on? Who is the utopian and who is the 
realist? Confusions abound, among them left-wing technophilia.25 

Twentieth-century fascism: an emergency state and para-state formation set loose by the ruling 
classes of some nation-states on the revolutionary desires and reaches of their working class 
antagonist. 

In Germany, the Nazis began by destroying the working class parties and unions, then pursued 
white supremacist fantasies to the end of the line – to Auschwitz, national defeat, and common ruin. 



After that came the economic miracles of reconstruction and halted de-Nazification: the 
rehabilitation and reentry of Germany into “Europe” facilitated by the Cold War, debt erasure, and 
massive external assistance. 

Today’s emerging neo-fascisms, including eco-fascism, displace class rage over austerity and 
programmatic precarity into racist scapegoating of refugees and immigrants: class war converted to 
race war, as on the old plantations, where the “white race” was invented and codified as a system of 
social control.26 

Contemporary neo-fascisms will aim to defend established power structures in conditions of 
planetary meltdown: they will begin with hate crimes but will end by aiming terror at all those who 
question or resist the logics and frameworks of capitalist modernity. 

The real trial and reckoning, which has been preparing and perhaps has begun, will be between late 
modernity’s ruling classes and all those who oppose modernity’s organized impunity. 

In his 1940 essay, Benjamin makes a point that today should be underscored boldly in red: empathy 
for the victors of history, what we would call identification, “invariably benefits the current rulers.”27 

In Fire Alarm, his meticulous reading of Benjamin’s essay, Michael Löwy publishes a photograph, 
which he glosses: “During popular protest demonstrations – mounted by the workers’ and peasants’ 
trade union organizations and by black and indigenous movements – against the official 
(governmental) celebrations of the 500th anniversary of the ‘discovery’ of Brazil by the Portuguese 
navigators in 1500, a group of natives shot arrows at the clock (sponsored by the Globo television 
network) counting down the days and hours to the centenary.”28 

The fierce and necessary struggles that have opened up in the so-called Americas around public 
memorials to Columbus, Spanish conquistadors, Confederate generals, and slave-owning, land-
grabbing “Founding Fathers,” are evidence that empathy for the victors is being challenged from 
below. 

The startling appearance of white supremacists mimicking Nazis with a nocturnal torchlight 
procession and bellowed anti-Semitic slogans in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017, and even more the 
violent attacks, mobbing, and murder perpetrated on the following day, reveal the intensity with 
which identification with victors and rulers must repress the actual share of powerlessness of a 
dominated class position – and what happens when these repressions have their chance to 
explode.29 

The “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville was an organized attack on the critical, decolonizing 
attention directed against a monument honoring the Confederate general, Robert E. Lee. The choice 
of the battleground should remind everyone how the victors of history can shape-shift into current 
rulers even when they lose. 

The Confederate slave plantocracy, as is well known, lost the US Civil War but by terror won the 
postwar Reconstruction. The Democratic Party presidential candidate in the election of 1868 ran on 
the motto: “This is a White Man’s Country; Let White Men Rule.” He lost, but Jim Crow won. The 
monumental equestrian bronze of Lee in Charlottesville was dedicated in 1924, following a 
resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan and lynchings in the wake of World War 1.30 

The Third Reich, meanwhile, was defeated, but it too survived the Nuremberg Trials and won the 
reconstruction. Its supremacist and exterminationist fantasies and symbols enjoy multiple 
afterlives, not least vile of which is the new myth of “white genocide” that relays and amplifies white 
supremacist demographic panic. 

Such afterlives may be “mimesis of mimesis,” but are not the simple returns they appear to be: they 
belong rather to the unbroken continuum of domination, in which social justice is always deferred, 
with appropriate excuses.31 



Premodern experiences of ecstatic mimetic connection are not recoverable; modern experiences of 
mimetic intoxication are diverse, but do not automatically serve the cause of justice. Identification 
with victors and ruling class power deflects the mimetic faculty into the perpetration of terror and 
atrocity in the service of social control.32 

What, in a different but connected context, Patricio Guzmán called “centuries of accumulated 
impunity” will not die an easy or painless death.33 This intransigence imposes the class politics of 
planetary meltdown. Climate justice entails social justice; both entail an end to impunity. 

Quite obviously, the ruling classes of late modernity cannot be expected to abolish themselves. 

Those who identify with and hold to the point of view of the ruling classes, as climate chaos 
intensifies and the coasts slip underwater, will find their political home in new forms of fascism. 

In settler colonial states such as the USA, Australia, and New Zealand, but also in less belligerent 
nations such as Norway, parts of this emergent neo-fascist base are armed to the teeth – a social fact 
that has as much to do with the spreading militarization of everyday life and its imaginaries as with 
gun control policies per se. 

On the far-right, “lone wolves” are a covering fiction: from Atomwaffen Division to Identity Evropa, 
the capacity aimed at terror and open incitation to race war is organized, supported, and whistled 
up.34 White supremacism is emphatically structural. 

“Full-spectrum dominance,” armed lifeboats, and desperate schemes of geo-engineering: attempts 
to hold on to modernity will require the continued imposition and enforcement of scarcity and the 
sacrifice of species and human communities. 

Climate chaos kills, and the security forces well understand who it kills, and to which ethnicities 
they likely belong: the most exposed are mostly people of color, the precarious poor of the coasts 
and the margins, and the displaced, the climate refugees who are already becoming 
indistinguishable from conflict refugees.35 

And the homeland security agencies also know where this killing happens: mostly far away, to the 
south, or anyway far enough. 

In the pan-optics of state surveillance, the non-human victims of progress go unseen and count for 
nothing: modernity does not mourn, has never mourned, its collateral damage. 

Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: “Fascism is also totalitarian in seeking to place 
oppressed nature’s rebellion against domination directly in the service of domination.”36 

High-level dithering, the show and spectacle of nation-state foot-dragging, back-sliding, and wall-
building, leads as certainly to genocide and ecocide as the railway led to Auschwitz. 

The Inconvenient Matter of Commodities 

For a city that brands itself “green,” Geneva’s involvement in commodities trading is a contradiction 
potentially generative of significant discomfort. The cognitive, ethical, and political dissonance 
(when not outright performative contradiction) is acutely present for researchers who are also 
employees connected, through their host school and funding institution, to the tax revenues 
produced by commodities trading. On the Atlas, these contradictions are registered in an interview 
with filmmaker Oliver Ressler, and discussed in several glossary entries (“commodities trading,” 
“biophilic cities,” and “divestment”). Schroeder’s own embodiment of the tensions and emotional 
charges attached to this topic, I suggest, are fully in play and reflected in the poetics of this video 
trailer – a “self-reflexivity” that can be expressed artistically by indirection. If his choice to present 
Grinevald’s discussion of commodities trading is deliberate, so also is his choice to juxtapose this 
interview excerpt with two video lakescapes, the energies of which he allows to overflow their image 
frames and wash into Jacques Grinevald’s study. 



Beginning, then, with the moving image that appears after the opening sequence of the Atlas website 
homepage: what goes on, what takes place in this passage of eleven seconds (00:13 – 00:24), and with 
what energetics? A scene on a shore, presumably that of Lake Geneva. The tightly framed and finely 
composed image is without any orienting horizon. What is this liveliness, this surprising energy, and 
where does it come from? Until its motion can be worked out, the water seems confused, chaotic, 
approaching from various directions at once. Watching it allows the patterns to appear. Wavelets of 
grey water approach continuously from upper left, rolling in lines that spill over and bend around a 
finger of wet black stones extending to meet them. 

Redirected by this refraction curve, the wavelets now roll in from upper right, continuing past the 
stone promontory and in to shore. Curling and foaming across a bit of sandy beach, they inundate a 
line of twiggy flotsam built up on a shore of pebbles, before slipping back under the next incoming 
wavelet. A shaggy, green head of diverse plant-life growing among the rocks and pebbles at the 
upper left of the image seems to observe and receive the energies of the incoming breeze and 
wavelets. The point of view established by the camera, too, suggests a place or location of reception, 
indeed a stance of receiving and sensing what arrives, of waiting for what comes from beyond the 
visual limits of the image. 

The extraordinary liveliness of the assemblage is emphasized by the patterns that emerge from the 
composition. The rock promontory forms a wedge that points to the left of the camera position. 
Where the point of this wedge joins the line of flotsam, it forms a Z. The wavelets first make landfall 
on the rocks at the top of the Z, then make their turn, or rather rotation around the sharp upper 
right corner of the Z, before driving down the vertical diagonal and in to shore, forming a wedge of 
rhythmically undulating grey water that is the perfect negative of the immobile wedge of stone. A 
banal lakeside scene, then, but also a vivid fragment of landscape pulsing with energy, one that 
projects the senses back out beyond the visual limits of framing, into what I daresay becomes an 
allegory of the “Anthropocene” position: a partial and limited point of view within a locality, a social 
situatedness itself embedded in larger planetary energies and movements the traces of which evince 
the long durations of geological and evolutionary time. The point of view is localized as the point of 
interaction – anywhere, everywhere – where social and planetary forces and relations cross. 

Sonically, this image is preceded and accompanied by the sibilant hissing, lisping, and lapping of 
wavelets spilling on stone, sand, and flotsam. The liveliness of the water is fully audible. Three 
seconds after the image of the lakeshore appears, we hear the voice of Jacques Grinevald: “C’est un 
micro-ville global.” (“It [Geneva] is a global micro-city.”) (00:16). The rhythmic sounds of water 
reaching shore continue for another six seconds, backing the voice-over as the image cuts to 
Grinevald (00:24), charmingly installed among the loaded shelves and stacks of his library. Geneva, 
he goes on to explain, is entangled in the planetary disturbances of the so-called Anthropocene, by 
its high standard of living and proclivity for air travel, but especially through its leading place in 
international commodities trading. For Grinevald, the Anthropocene is “directly linked” to the 
question of commodities: “Why? Because commodities mean mining activities; that is, the 
transformation of raw materials and their distribution on a planetary scale.” Grinevald’s voice 
carries special weight and authority here, as he belongs to the scientific working group charged with 
evaluating current planetary disturbances for placement on the Geological Time Scale. 

But in through this opening, this suggestive snippet, the rest of the picture comes pouring. The 
highly profitable “transit trading” of commodities practiced from the discrete offices of Vitol, 
Trafigura, Gunvor, Mercuria, Glencore and other trading firms – with the support of algorithms and 
some 400 associated banks, insurance companies, law and accounting firms, and forwarding agents 
– generates that invisible social power which Atlas advisor Iain Boal, a historian of science, technics, 
and the commons, has dubbed “the money that flows into Geneva by night.” These invisible 
financial flows, these arrivals of monetized labor, energy, and matter in the form of profits taken, 
numbers added to accounts, provide sizable tax revenues for the city and canton. However, the costs 
of these benefits is devastating for people and the ecological assemblages they depend on at the far-
away points of extraction, as Oliver Ressler’s 2014 film, The Visible and the Invisible, and interview on 
the Atlas explore.37 It is a random irony not to be missed, that as Grinevald discusses the meaning of 
commodities trading in the long waves of geological time from his library, in Schroeder’s short 
video, a passing siren can be heard in the background. Random ironies: messages from the cosmos? 

Whether by day or by night and fog, the profits flowing into Geneva are far from harmless. They 
structure Geneva’s contradictory double-character and place in late modernity today – a “green” city 



deeply involved in, indeed at this time dependent on, the very social processes that cause and drive 
planetary meltdown. Critical theory, prominent in the mix of methods deployed in the Atlas, is 
compelled to see this contradiction in its full connection to the accumulative logics of modernity. 
From a critical vantage, averting the eyes (and ears) here would be impermissible. 

Issues of climate justice also “arrive” to unsettle the ground of Geneva’s self-image, and the 
meanings of the allegory begin to multiply and spread. A delegation of water protectors from 
Standing Rock, North Dakota, arrived in Geneva in 2017, to call on Credit Suisse to divest its stake in 
the Dakota Access Pipeline (and in fact were interviewed for the Atlas).38 Swiss banking: another 
brand in the global financial and extractive infrastructure of late modernity. Denied the fiction of a 
unified, equalized human species and confronted with actual social agencies and material effects, 
the “Anthropocene” flips into the “Capitalocene” – or even more politically challenging, the 
“capitalist-modernocene,” the epoch of a capitalist modernity founded in terror and genocide and 
now galloping toward social and ecological reckonings. 

   

The Dead and Other Allies 

Historical materialism, thoroughly modernist in formation and outlook, conceives history from the 
point of view of the oppressed and defeated, those whose life possibilities have been sacrificed to the 
dominant social logics and the power of ruling classes. This “modernist” outlook marks a problem 
that only gets worse. 

Benjamin criticized the progressivism of the orthodox Social Democratic and Communist parties of 
his day, and indicted their covert adoption of capitalist conceptions of work, repressive discipline, 
and the domination of nature. Today’s Left still has not disentangled itself from these restricting 
modernist legacies. 

Against the fraud of progress, Benjamin allegorizes the catastrophic continuum. Against modernist 
time, capitalist time, the clock-time of industrial work and coercive accelerations, he retrieves a true 
image of the past: insurgent-poets in Paris who, “incensed at the hour,” did not miss the opportunity 
to snipe at the faces of clock-towers.39 

The counter-temporality of Benjamin’s “Now-time” bears a strong kinship relation to the sacred 
time that animates Indigenous land and water struggles, which strive to defend the life and energy 
of places against the killing enclosures and extractions of modernity. 

In her fierce and prophetic 1991 masterpiece, Almanac of the Dead, Leslie Marmon Silko depicts the 
death’s head of modernity and the forces allied against it. Among those allies are the dead kindred 
and ancestors, who insistently call for justice from the tales, songs, and hieroglyphs – and from 
every stone and raindrop. 

“History was the sacred text.”40 As always, the dead are summoned to both sides in every struggle for 
justice. Today, as planetary meltdown looses generalized diaspora, the struggle for justice seeks the 
commons of “refuge,” “survivance,” and “livability” – names for fugitive energies of mutuality, 
reparation, and resurgence on a “planet of slums” and ruins.41 

Silko’s “magical assembly” of communal stories configure true images of the past. The dead in 
Benjamin’s 1940 essay and Silko’s Almanac fight on the same side, the side of all those who will not 
choose neo-fascism. 
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General Diaspora 

In Schroeder’s short video, as Grinevald finishes his brief explication of Geneva’s entanglement 
with the planet, the audio of wavelets coming ashore returns in the background (01:12), and the 
image cuts again to the shore of Lake Geneva for twelve seconds (01:17-01:29). This time, the camera 
position and framing are different; a horizon is visible, and the layered shadows of hills rising to 
mountains, from right to left, across the lake. Moving water fills most of the image; the near shore, 
churned grey-brown, is sharply delineated from the dark greens and deep blues of the lake beyond. 
The shoreline itself is confined to the lower left, the action of the waves scalloping out the pebbled 
beach. The vegetation and rocks at the center of the new image might be those from the earlier 
passage of video, now seen from a different angle and at greater distance. But if so, then the water 
has advanced well up the shore. Time has elapsed. A pink-orange blush low in the sky signals it is 
late in the day. 

A marked change in energetics can be sensed. The wind arriving from upper right and driving the 
waves to shore from right to left, can now be perceived as coming from a far beyond. Paradoxically, 
this visual change in range and scale, from a tightly framed fragment of shoreline to a more open 
and expansive view of lake and far terrain, produces an effect of intensification. “Zooming out” 
heightens the feeling of exposure to wind and renders sensible just how much energy is arriving, 
right there, just then. The wind that crosses the image and drives the wavelets now feels much 
stronger. Sonically, it even sounds louder. 

The wind it seems is picking up. It may have changed direction, swung around. Is a storm 
approaching – gathering its energies? Premonition of the storm called “progress?” In this second 
image of the lake, traces of the human are visible. One can make out houses and buildings on a jut 
of shore at upper left and on the far shore across the lake. The dark silhouette of a bird, perhaps a 
coot or cormorant, rides the wind above the wavelets from right to left, crossing below the white sail 
of a windsurfer beating in the opposite direction, before landing in the water with a splash (01:20-
01:26). A missed encounter, perhaps, suggesting the current non-alignment of human and non-
human interests? An accident or bit of chance that calls mutely for a still missing solidarity across 
species? And is that swift-moving sail, which as a class marker could unfold a whole sociology of 
sport, not a reminder that exposures to climate chaos are differential in the extreme, that 
accumulated wealth (and impunity) have bought opportunities for recreation, but also, so far, 



advantages in security and adaptability? The calculations of risk assessment, however, have nothing 
to do with justice (social or climate). 

Political energies, too, are stirred into motion and redistributed, as disturbances lead to 
displacements and planetary diasporas. Insects, plants, birds, lichens, animals, and people, as well as 
commodities, emissions, and toxins: a general stirring, a putting into motion. Climates move on to 
other places, putting pressure on the very meaning and experience of the local.42 The elements 
composing place pull apart; some disperse. Local knowledge commons, where these persist, will be 
hard pressed to adapt to new weather and climate; in many places, growing food when it counts will 
become a high art. And has not all end-Holocene waiting, weather-eyes out on stalks, become a 
form of political bracing? Does not the idyllic as such now take on subtle charges of anxiety, and the 
energetic echoes of extreme weather? New feelings, new shared structures of feeling, are emerging 
here, and as the multiple condensations of Schroeder’s short video show, a long-term critical 
practice of art-based research is well equipped to perceive and evoke them. In a minute and half, 
resonance, meanings, and energetic charges multiply, as things “look back” at responsive attentions. 
How much returning energy, what Benjamin named aura, would belong in a scientific report, if 
such an unverifiable phenomenon would be admitted at all? 

Not just data, then, but emotional charges and energies, the liveliness of things, beings, relations, 
phenomena, experience: this is the stuff of aesthetic assemblage, of art-making, of allegorical 
construction and interpretation, which are always ethically and politically entangled. In this 
direction one kind of difference of art-based research can be sought: in the poetics and critical 
inflections of a knowledge that is sensuous and not merely rational, that performs and not merely 
connotes, that operates the interactions between form and content, meaning and feeling in context. 
I have focused on the energetics of one short video, but there are dozens of works in the Atlas that 
could be explored in a similar way. 

I have offered my skepticism that modernity, as an entrenched social nexus of supremacisms, can 
offer pathways out of the planetary meltdown it has initiated: livability will not be modernist. My 
provocations: to have articulated openly a leftist post-Holocene opposition to modernity, already 
hearing the reflexive dismissals (“romantic,” “nostalgic,” “regressive”); to have underscored the class 
dimension of climate justice struggles, recognizing degrowth on the side of the oppressed; and to 
have reviewed the old lesson that fascisms are a variant of state terror – modernist weapons 
produced by and allied with ruling class intransigence. In re-reading Benjamin, I have also 
suggested that allegory as representation performs the construction of meanings – but meanings 
riddled with openings that are emphatically political. Relations frozen into modernist still life melt 
back into living force fields, by interpretation but perhaps also by the actions of non-human actants. 
Mimetic reaches for reparative justice and mutuality cannot be excluded. More-than-human justice 
and mutuality are common notions, communal notions that modernity rejects but which 
nevertheless may orient survivance and livability in planetary meltdown. Art, for its part, need not 
harangue directly. But as social relations and entanglements are not evadable, art-making should 
push self-awareness of its own positions into stance. Whether as object magic, work on institutions, 
or “research,” the places and bodies of art should know, as so many already do, which side they are 
on. 

Coda: Aphorisms for Commoners 

If, as the wise insist, a major “tiger’s leap into the past” under the “open sky of history” is not 
presently in the stars, certainly minor tiger’s and panther’s leaps are taking place continuously, 
before our eyes.43 

Capitalist modernity can perhaps be hollowed out from within, by small evacuations that spread 
mutuality and reorient local productive relations: the wager of exit, exodus, organized subtractions 
or withdrawals, more or less constructive, more or less fugitive.44 

Underground railroads still need places to go to: rebuilding commons and more-than-human 
refugia everywhere possible remains a radical proposition for organizing pessimism in the near 
term. 



Could such collective moves be attempted on the material ground of local metabolism, while 
simultaneously engaging and defending the remnants of liberal democracy, while that yet exists? 
Dual-power communing with the dead? 

Omnia sunt communia: “everything for all the relatives.”45 

Fredric Jameson’s quip has been well answered by Wolfgang Streeck: how capitalism could end has 
now been imagined in detail. It will die, it seems, a “natural” death after all, for lack of a restraining 
revolutionary antagonist.46 

Meanwhile, planetary agencies and prerogatives will respond in their own ways and times to the 
storm of progress. 

Handily refuting the strongest arguments so far leveled against degrowth, the co-authors of a recent 
defense conclude with a scrupulous honesty: “How degrowth might happen we don’t know. A 
fortuitous combination of popular struggle and collapse of the capitalist system is perhaps the only 
route.”47 

As always, trickster plays last. 
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