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There is a growing sentiment in contemporary culture that ‘humankind’ and ‘the world’ 

– the species and the planet, societies and their environments, but also subject and 

object, thought and being – have been for some time, though now with increasingly 

threatening evidence, in a nefarious cosmological conjuncture, most frequently 

associated with the controversial names ‘Anthropocene’ and ‘Gaia’. The first of these 

would indicate a new time, or rather, a new concept and experience of temporality, in 

which the chronological scales of human history, on the one hand, and evolutionary 

biology and geophysics, on the other, have come dramatically closer to each other, if 

not changed positions altogether – the (physical and biotic) environment changing 

faster than ‘society’, and the near future becoming, as a consequence, ever more 

unpredictable and ominous. The second term, ‘Gaia’, would name a new way of 

occupying and imagining space, drawing attention to the fact that our world, the Earth, 

having become at once fragile and confined, susceptible and implacable, has come to 

seem a threatening Power evoking those indifferent, arbitrary and inscrutable deities 

from our archaic past. Unpredictability and inscrutability, the sensation of panic in the 

face of our loss of control, all of which lead to a profound hopelessness1: here, no 

doubt, we find novel challenges to Modernity’s proud intellectual security and intrepid 

historical optimism. The title of this colloquium, The Thousand Names of Gaia: From 

the Anthropocene to the Age of the Earth, is thus a reference to these two emblematic 

concepts in what we would call the contemporary thought of the crisis. 

Human history has known many crises, but so-called ‘global civilization’ – the 

increasingly dense and intricate ties of interdependence among all human peoples (and 

the various lineages of non-humans) on Earth – has never confronted a menace of such 

dimensions as faces us today. The causes of this crisis are multiple and can be traced 

back, as is well known, to the techno-economic mutations that originated industrial 

capitalism and its planetary expansion. At the centre of the crisis we find global 

warming and the ongoing climate change that result from the – to a great extent already 

irreversible – accumulation and obstinately rising intensification of the impacts on 

terrestrial environments of the dominant ‘human ethogram’ (that is, a way of life based 

                                            
1 On the theme of the ‘loss of hope’, see Hamilton 2010. 
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on the continuous increase in energy consumption). We find ourselves on the verge of 

breaching what J. Rockström and his collaborators have called the planetary 

boundaries, namely, the nine biophysical parameters of the Earth System which, onde 

above certain values, would lead to environmental alterations of such magnitude that 

could seriously jeopardise the survival of several species of living organisms, Homo 

sapiens among them.2 

The goal of this colloquium is therefore to promote a discussion of a predominantly 

anthropological and philosophical character about the perspectives of an inextricably 

‘natural’ and ‘cultural’, environmental and civilisational crisis. Our intention is to 

confront the various aspects of this double crisis – descriptive and prescriptive, local 

and global, strategic and logistical – as well as to evaluate the challenges that they 

present to conceptual reflection, poetic and practical imagination, political action and 

passion, and, last but not least, to the concrete subsistence of the relations that bind 

together the myriad human and non-human agents in the web that we call ‘our 

common world’. 

      *** 

‘Anthropocene’, the designation proposed by Crutzen and Stoermer for the new 

geological epoch that we may have entered, would signal, in D. Chakrabarty’s (2009) 

already famous synthesis, the trnsformation of our species from a mere biological agent 

into a significant geophysical force, that is, into a causal factor of such magnitude that 

could alter the planet’s bio-thermodynamic conditions. Among other consequences, 

such a mutation would have revealed the insufficiency of the critical arsenal usually 

mobilised in order to think the dominant capitalist civilisation, as well as theories of 

transformative political action that are built on that critical basis. Chakrabarty thus 

points us toward a paradox that is like the crisis’ conceptual face: namely that the 

human species, precisely at the moment when it becomes a natural force, is 

nonetheless incapable of constituting itself as a consistent historical agent up to the task 

of taking on the role of Subject of a universal history of humankind. This is a position 

partially taken by Bruno Latour, who, at the same time as he accepts the reality and 

                                            
2 These nine parameters are: ‘climate change; rate of biodiversity loss (terrestrial and marine); 
interference with the nitrogen and phosphorus cycles; stratospheric ozone depletion; ocean 
acidification; global fresh-water use; change in land use; chemical pollution; and atmospheric 
aerosol loading.’ The authors advert that ‘[a]lthough the planetary boundaries are described in 
terms of individual quantities and separate processes, the boundaries are tightly coupled. We do 
not have the luxury of concentrating our efforts on any one of them in isolation from the others. 
If one boundary is transgressed, then other boundaries are also under serious risk.’ (Rockström, J. 
et. al. 2009). We may be past the safe zone in what regards three of these, and be close to the 
limit in other three. 
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relevance of the notion of the Anthropocene from the perspectives that he calls 

‘geohistorical’ and ‘geonarrative’3, perceives this reality and pertinence themselves as 

putting into question the idea of an anthropos as unified hyper-Subject with a Nature in 

front of (and below) it as its Object. 

‘Gaia’, in turn, derives from the theories of James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis, who 

start from the fundamental idea that life is cause as well as consequence of the 

conditions that sustain it in order to explain the history of the highly improbable (from a 

physico-chemical point of view) composition of terrestrial atmosphere. Even though 

such a conception does not imply any kind of transcendent, intentional regulating 

entity, Lovelock’s insistence on retaining the ‘nickname’ Gaia in lieu of something like 

‘the Earth’s biogeophysical system’ elicited, as he himself recounts it, a good deal of the 

criticism his theory has received, including accusations of anthropomorphism and 

even, horribile dictu, animism (Lovelock 2010). The scientist, however, has repeatedly 

affirmed his decision to retain the name precisely because of its ambiguity. Gaia is self-

regulated as if it were a living organism and, depending on how much warming our 

greenhouse gas emissions cause, it could ‘readjust’ its thermodynamic state to a new 

set of values, that  might be favourable to some of the presently existing species, but not 

necessarily to us humans. That means that, from now on, all our actions need to take 

this entity that is Gaia into account. 

The way in which Lovelock-Margulis see the relation of mutual implication between 

our actions and Gaia’s ‘response’ would place Gaia Theory among so-called 

‘ecocentric ethics’, at the far end of a spectrum, whose other extreme would be 

traditional anthropocentric ethical systems.4 It is also the reason why other authors from 

a philosophical or anthropological background have fit the idea into their own 

reflections on the present crisis, Bruno Latour and Isabelle Stengers among them. 

Latour contrasts the notion of Gaia with the vision that opposes two distinct kingdoms, 

the objective world of scientific facts and the subjective world of political values, or 

Nature and Culture, in short: the fundamental axis of Modernity’s onto-anthropology, 

which has guided and justified the action of Western cultures in and on the world since 

the 16th century (colonialist ‘modernisation’, the capitalist economy of continuous 

growth, the Enlightenment ideology of science as epistemic ‘gold standard’), and whose 

practical and theoretical bankruptcy becomes harder to ignore by the day, precisely as 

a consequence of the economic and ecological crises its global hegemony has brought 

                                            
3 Latour (2013) distinguishes between ‘geohistory’ and ‘geostory’. 

4 See, for example, Curry 2011; Hache and Latour 2009. 
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about. Stengers, in turn, is above all interested in what she calls ‘Gaia’s intrusion’ into 

human history, that is, the new anthropological situation in which we find ourselves, 

marked by the experience of inexorability and irreversibility, as well as general 

unpredictability that the perspective of environmental catastrophe conjures. Gaia is the 

transcendence that responds, in brutally implacable fashion, to the equally indifferent, 

because brutally irresponsible, transcendence of Capitalism. If the Anthropocene, in 

Chakrabarty’s or Latour’s sense, is the name of an effect that concerns all of the planet’s 

inhabitants, Stengers’ Gaia is the name of an operation – of the effect that this effect 

must cause in those who caused it: 

“Le désordre climatique, et l’ensemble des autres processus qui empoisonnent la vie sur 

cette terre, et ont pour commune origine ce qu’on a appelé dévelopemment, 

concernent certes tous ceux, des poissons aux hommes, qui l’habitent. Mais nommer 

Gaïa est une opération qui s’adresse à ‘nous’ [les Modernes], qui cherche à susciter un 

‘nous’ en lieu et place du ‘on’” (Stengers 2013: 115).5 

Stengers is here drawing attention to the Great Divide that has for the last centuries 

opposed those ‘peoples’ whose relation to the Earth would be oneiric and 

phantasmatic, and a ‘we’ that sees itself as an impersonal ‘one’, an abstract Third 

Person, the anonymous point of view of Science from which ‘one’ apprehends nature’s 

real essence, and of which we moderns are the vigilant guardians. ‘Gaia’ therefore 

concerns ‘us’ who have seen ourselves as humankind’s leading lights, whose mission 

was to civilise, modernise and, of course, to extract profit from the other peoples of the 

world. Gaia is thus a call for us to resist the Anthropocene, to learn to live with it but 

against it, that is, against ourselves. The enemy, in short, is ‘us’– ‘we’ Humans. As 

Latour had already observed, in his equally already famous Gifford Lectures (Latour 

2013), the Anthropocene indicates in fact the end of the Human and the beginning of 

the obligation – here it is Stengers speaking – ‘to dream other dreams’ (op.cit: 125). This 

is not an irrelevant question, we dare say, at a colloquium that takes place at the 

moment when the autochtonous peoples of the Americas seem to confront what 

appears to be the final offensive in the war that ‘Humans’ have waged against them for 

five centuries. It is high time to make room for the perspective of others, of other ‘we’, 

of those humans who live in worlds in which ‘human’ and ‘world’ are distributed in 

radically different ways. In short, it now becomes essential to find out whether ‘we 

ourselves’ are really capable of recognising the absolute legitimacy of the presence of 

                                            
5 “Climatic disorder and all the other processes that poison life on Earth, and which have what 
has been called development as their common source, certainly concerns all of its inhabitants, 
from fish to men. But naming Gaia is an operation addressed to ‘us’ [moderns], which seeks to 
create a ‘we’ where there is a ‘one’.” 
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these other ‘we’s’, i.e., the indigenous peoples, in a discussion about the fate of a 

common planet – common to ‘us all’, including the numerous non-human collectives 

with which we share the Earth. 

It is no less important to highlight how the concept of Gaia has been growing in 

importance as an antidote to the concept of Anthropocene, a position that brings 

together authors such as Stengers (2009, 2013), Donna Haraway (2013) and Elizabeth 

Povinelli (2013)6 – for whom the latter notion is at risk of carrying the contraband of an 

anthropocentric (Haraway) or even biocentric (Povinelli) metaphysics in the seemingly 

innocent naming of a geological epoch, whose menacing reality none of the authors 

questions. This is a metaphysics that would ascribe to Homo sapiens a ‘destinal’ power 

– even if only a destructive one – over the planet’s history, abstracting from all the 

participations that tie our species in with endless others, as much as those that take 

place elsewhere, in networks, places, scales and dimensions very far from our 

epistemological jurisdiction and our technological imagination. 

Finally, it seems impossible to us to ignore the deep connection between the notions of 

the Anthropocene and of Gaia and the ethical, aesthetical, political, metaphysical and 

even theological theme of the ‘end of the world’ (Danowski & Viveiros de Castro 

2014). The literally spectacular return of the Apocalypse in our contemporary mediatic 

imaginary, the proliferation of existential attitudes and philosophical positions that 

evoke the nuclear fears of the Cold War7, as well as the recent philosophical attempts 

to contest every assertion of the co-dependence between humankind and world, so as 

to render ‘thinkable’ (also in the sense of ‘bearable’) a world existing independently 

from all thought – thus proposing a picture of reality as essentially asubjective and 

abiotic –, all of this seems to add up to symptoms of the environmental crisis in 

contemporary cultural subjectivity. 

      *** 

In Brazil, the theme of planetary crisis has been underdiscussed and minimised, if not 

altogether ignored, by ruling elites, mass media and, to some extent, even popular 

movements themselves. It is a particularly worrying situation in a country of such 

geographic and economic dimensions, whose importance as an agent (and perforce 

also patient) of global climate change has grown steadily in recent decades. The socio-

                                            
6 In that regard, see also the thought-provoking work by Crist 2013 and Szerszynski 2012.  

7 On the relations between the emergence of a ‘biospheric’ consciousness, the perspective from 
outer space, the consolidation of climate change theory and the Cold War’s arms race, see the 
works of J. Masco (2010, 2012). 
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political, anthropological, macro-historical and philosophical dimensions of the crisis 

have been given little attention in Brazil, especially if compared to the strictly 

climatological or geophysical aspects, which already mobilise a significant portion of 

the specialised scientific community.8 We Brazilians understand – or so do our rulers 

tell us – that History has at last given us the chance to enter that very same modernity 

that now finds itself challenged from all sides by Gaia’s intrusion. But the taste for 

perverse irony of that other deity, Clio, is well known. To ignore its lessons and 

warnings is unwise. It is because Brazil finds itself in a paradoxical world-historical 

situation – that of an ‘emerging power’ in a literally submerging planet – that we, 

proponents of this colloquium, understand that it is urgent for us to reflect on the 

predicament of a country that grows ever bigger in a world that grows ever smaller. We 

are all, and evidently not only we Brazilians, part of the problem; hence the duty that 

we all have to find ways out of it. 

      *** 

The researchers we have invited to the Colloquium have gained notoriety through 

decisive contributions to their fields of work – philosophy, anthropology, ethology, 

history and natural sciences – which have helped to change our image of the world and 

of humankind’s situation in it. Our intention with this event is, in short, to establish a 

platform for theoretical dialogue and an integrated programme for political intervention 

in the international sphere, with a view to increasing the sensitivity of academia and 

intellectuals as a whole to the urgency, gravity and historical significance of the 

planetary environmental crisis already in place.  
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