Extinction is a question of life – that question must be answered is in what other forms of life can be theorized within catastrophe – only that can break the martial form of life and dispose the form of life that has dominated the Eurocene
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Political theory and history follow similar stories of development and continuous upward mobility. Claims to the ubiquity of Western political forms such as the state, universal theories of rights and norms premised on provincial Kantian and Hegelian traditions, chauvinistic species claims to natural resources in Locke and Marx— all ­ these ­ traditions find refuge in presumptions of crypto-­ providence, that is, the idea that success of a particular way of being is selected by nature for its superior functionality or character. In “Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View,” Kant calls it “nature’s secret plan.” 10 Furthermore, the idea that life, ideas, and ways of life improve as time moves forward, and that outmoded forms of life are culled or left behind, ­ has as its tableau an image of nature that is vicious but consistent, such that se­ lection can drive a grand ­ dialectic forward toward ­ improvement. If accidents, exogenous interventions, and unforeseen and meaningless alliances of organisms and environments determine the fate of living things, ­ then what security can be found in rectitude and superiority? None. According to Gould, “we grant too much power to the calm of daily life because we live within its immediate surrounding pervasiveness. We therefore fail to realize that rare and unusual events set the basic patterns of history.” 11 This does not mean giving up on order altogether. Gould, following Georges Cuvier, argues that the fossil record is catastrophic but that “this sequence of catastrophes imparted a directional history to earth and life. . . . ​ Life’s vector of progress records an increasing adaptation to harsher climates of a cooling earth.” 12 So life is more complex and this striving for complexity can be seen intensifying over time, what Gould calls a “vector of progress.” Yet the history of mutation and adaptation cannot be mechanistically reduced to a process of natural selection. Instead, there ­ is a dynamic, natural history of creativity, se­ lection, catastrophe, alliance, convergence, divergence, and real chance at work in the emergence of the human ­ estate. Following Gould, I want to consider how we might theorize differently if our attempts at making sense of the world accorded with the actual world we have inherited. What onto-­ ethical adventures might come out of the tumultuous and catastrophic history of our planet? And why, despite our claims to intellectual progress, do we humans remain so indebted to a gradualist image of thought that refused, until the middle of the nineteenth ­ century, to even accept that there ­ had been a single extinction of an organism? Unlike many of his peers, political theorist William Connolly has become interested in the turn away from gradualism to catastrophism in contemporary geology and evolutionary theory. Although geology seems a strange touchstone for a political theorist, the history of the world— deep ­ geological time— confounds ­ much of our inherited wisdom about the relationship between humanity and the planet that creates the condition of possibility for humanity’s existence. 13 In a blog post at The Con­temporary Condition , Connolly and I note how even secular stalwarts of political theory such as John Rawls follow a very literalist Christian view of the planet. 14 The formative geological events responsible for the creation of Earth from the big bang to the cooling of the planet’s surface took place in the “beginning” and have since been replaced by the imperceptible and thus politically insignificant cyclical behavior of a “mature” planet. ­ There was creation and now there ­ is the age of man. The geological history of our planet and even the more recent history of life on our planet tells a very different story. Geologists and paleontologist describe at least five great ­ extinctions generally defined as the loss of more than 70 ­percent of the species on Earth. In almost all cases, exogenous events such as asteroids, or in one case the emergence of a new mountain range, set into motion a series of amplifying feedbacks that accelerated too rapidly for the majority of the planet’s life forms to adapt. In this light, Alfred North Whitehead’s characterization of life as a war against entropy takes on a more startling and dramatic character. 15 Not only is the world not promised to humanity; it is not even guaranteed to be hospitable to organic life. There ­ are no promises. For Connolly and Whitehead, this is the opening for the possibility of freedom and ethics. If life, human ­ flourishing, and planetary systems were ­ in some sense irrefutable, it would also mean we lived in a mechanical, law-­ driven world devoid of the possibility of novelty, which is a precondition for something like freedom. 16 Contrary to a world of tight and perpetual equilibria, life is, in the final instance, novel and not reducible to initial conditions. It is here that we can also see Connolly’s attraction to the “teleodynamism” and “teleosearching” of biologist Terrance Deacon as it resonates too with Whitehead’s concept of aim, or creative struggle, in the evolutionary process. 17 Reality is not path dependent. Precisely what makes catastrophe possible is also what makes creative evolution possible, or the capacity to effect change that is unprecedented, novel, and therefore unpredictable. This is as true for the innovation of the eye as it is for the rise of U.S. hegemony or industrialized animal slaughter. Therefore, Connolly and Whitehead’s interpenetrating open systems from microbe to cosmos have to be capable of catastrophe— that ­ is, not self-­ correcting—if something like real creativity is to exist. This is the speculative wager Connolly makes in The Fragility of Things ­ , which I hope to push further into the thinking about the many apocalypses of humanity and earth. An Apocalyptic Tone Apocalypse is a touchy subject even for ­those of us in critical traditions prone to question developmentalist and teleological theories. We often respond to the possibility of catastrophe with skepticism. The practiced intervention is to criticize those ­ proposing the possibility of apocalypse with critiques of eschatological thinking or to argue that representations of the end-­ time stem from cultural malaise or a reactionary romanticism for simpler times. Cultural theory has long since been enamored with the under­ lying psychic and discursive explanations of the fear of human ­ extinction. Much of this work located the advent of nuclear weapons as the zero point for a renewed sense of apocalypse. In general, this work— such ­ as Martin Heidegger’s dread in ­later works like The Question Concerning Technology , Jacques Derrida’s “Missives and Missiles,” or the vast troves of literary theory on science fiction— ­ focuses on what apocalypse represents in the sense that it does not actually represent the possibility of apocalypse. It must be something else ­ that we are obsessing about. There are good reasons to be skeptical of apocalyptic thinking, particularly because ­ it has become an entertainment industry in its own right. ­ After all, much of the genre of American apocalypse horror, from the disaster movies of the 1990s such as Deep Impact and Armageddon to the popular tv series The Walking Dead , depends on the narrative adventures of mostly white privileged people ­ having to live like most of the rest of the world does on a daily basis: no food security, the risk of being forced from one’s home, unpredictable access to basic things ­ like medicine and emergency care, terrifying people ­ or zombies or robots coming to get you in the dead of night. There ­ is something undeniably precious about this vision of apocalypse where people with perfect teeth pretend to be terrified at the possibility of killing and preparing their own food. But the genre is also dangerous because ­ images that depict the loss of a manageable world do not remain in the world of fiction. The fear that is amplified and given form by ­ these immersive experiences of doom find their way into the major budgetary and strategic decisions at the U.S. Department of Defense as well as many other military agencies across the planet. 18 Since the second term of the George W. Bush administration, the dod has been the most out­ spoken division of the U.S. government on the dangers of climate change as a driver for apocalyptic upheaval. 19 The fear of security analysts is that U.S. citizens ­ will require military repression to maintain order during the inevitable tumult of sea-­ level rise and agricultural disruption resulting from erratic weather and seasons. 20 In the case of many environmental advocacy groups, it is the apocalypse that is coming for the poor and the marginal that will ­ be most impacted by the storm surges and food shortages. Given the high density of low-­ income populations near costal zones, this will likely be true. However, there are as many reasons to believe that what is ­ really animating the intensity of both military and environmentalist fears is that climate change will ­ bring a particular way of life to an end. It is a way of life that is as threatened by peak oil or any of the other shortages of minerals or capital that are necessary for the predictable routines that many Americans and Eu­ro­pe­ans have grown accustomed to, undoubtedly at the expense of the rest of the planet’s population of ­ human and nonhuman Earthlings. 21 So why study apocalypses? In part because ­ we can learn a lot about the Earthling condition from how that condition has and ­ w ill be punctuated by events far beyond our control. 22 We live in a world sensitive to perturbation, prone to turbulences of vari­ ous kinds, and it is out of that noise that creativity can be cultivated even if only by alliance rather than willed individualism. So to come to grips with apocalypses means also to think about the scales of action and efficacy with which we can participate while also cultivating attentiveness to what kinds of living things we want to intervene with and on behalf of. This is the mess that we find ourselves in. Transformation is possible but its possibility may be indifferent, or at least inured, to our existence. This puts the emphasis on how to live and how to die rather than whether ­ we live or die. This is, I think, also present in the cacophony of apocalypticisms. There ­ are minor strains of what, much more than Kant’s sense of enlightenment, we ought ­ to call maturity. This time it is not the knowledge of our unique capacity for reason that should be championed and cultivated but the limited ­ hold we have on this world and just how vulnerable we are to forces beyond our control. Maturity as humility and tragedy bares the marks of what many have called the Anthropocene much more than the particular consequences of sea-­ level rise in the course of any one human ­ life. ­ Whether our current trajectory toward ­ climate turbulence succeeds in mass extinction cannot exclusively cause or prevent the apocalypse before us. The confrontation with the Earth system, its fragility, and its capricious grip on life will ­ irreversibly change what it is to be human. ­ So there ­ must be both concern and sanguinity in preparing ourselves for what is already happening. We need to find an immortality, what Whitehead called perishing, worthy of the event of humanity. What this means is that we should not be fighting so hard to avoid perishing as a species, if that even means something, but rather we should be trying to perish better. This is a dangerous endeavor. For all the reasons Connolly’s work has fought so hard against negative critique and the debilitating stupor of Theodor Adorno, Giorgio Agamben, and other followers of the dark arts that see this life as damaged or in need of redemption, we have to find a place to take the catastrophism of the universe seriously while also following Deleuze’s invitation to intensify belief in this world. 23 This might ask too much of words and ideas. Connolly warns that catastrophes “shatter the bond of trust in the world that had tacitly bound you to humanity and the world.” 24 Or even worse yet, apocalypses may, as Bataille writes, “conceal a possibility of enticement.” 25 I hope that we, particularly in the extravagant and luxurious countries of the world, are reaching a point of saturation in which apocalypse is becoming so obvious as to no longer paralyze or entice but to finally provoke. I suppose we will ­ see.
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