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We can talk about the threat of mass extinction. The risks imposed by mass extinction are unimaginable in terms of our current order of life on Earth. Mass extinctions reorganise life’s rules, collapsing trophic structure and decimating planetary life for tens of thousands of years.28 Elizabeth Kolbert has a way of explaining what it means for life’s rules to reorganise: ‘[W]hole groups of once-dominant organisms can disappear or be relegated to secondary roles, almost as if the globe had undergone a caste change’.29 
Mass extinctions come to a point of no return, cascading extinctions in a relatively short period of time as trophic structure collapses and entire food chains and ecosystems come apart and die off. At a certain point inevitable and deadly, mass extinction presents an irreversible, planetary, and existential threat for any given species – including for homo sapiens. Some authors have gone so far even to speak of the threat of our ‘auto- destruction’.30 To say that a threat is ‘existential’ for humankind is to say that homo sapiens could go extinct due to it.31 
Given the risk involved, the possibility32 that we are entering the Sixth Extinction is enough to call for great prudence around it.33 That much of the current order of life on Earth is dying should be profoundly disturbing, for this threat passes a verdict on the way modern society has been organised. Of course, that much of the current order of life on Earth is dying would be a great tragedy with moral implications for everyone even if it weren’t that it is caused by societal processes.34 But it is so caused. We should then ask: Is the global order composed of so much wantonness? The social causality behind the extinction of much of our current order of life on Earth makes it a moral matter pure and simple, for there are societal processes that do not lead to mass extinction cascades and which are sustainable on Earth. The paths leading toward mass extinction are contingent on the ways societies have been organised, and so the dying of much of the Earth’s current order of life is contingent on human irresponsibility.35 How should we respond then? What should we do? 
In the next part, I will situate the origins of mass extinction in the European imperial order which, in its slow unwinding, has continued to dominant much of the world, particularly through the forms that it has bequeathed as normal ways to organise political economy. Locating the drivers of mass extinction in this historical way sharpens our focus on what underlies them and enables socially-caused, mass extinction. That in turn helps us conceptualise the underlying problem so that we can work to avert this crisis and adapt to a world with much loss in it.36 
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