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Abstract 
This article argues for the importance of including Indigenous knowledges into 
contemporary discussions of the Anthropocene. We argue that a start date 
coincident with colonization of the Americas would more adequately open up these 
conversations. In this, we draw upon multiple Indigenous scholars who argue that 
the Anthropocene is not a new event, but is rather the continuation of practices of 
dispossession and genocide, coupled with a literal transformation of the 
environment, that have been at work for the last five hundred years. Further, the 
Anthropocene continues a logic of the universal which is structured to sever the 
relations between mind, body, and land. In dating the Anthropocene from the time 
of colonialization, the historical and ideological links between the events would 

                                                
1 This paper was originally written in June, 2016 as the members of the Anthropocene Working 
Group were deciding upon the status and appropriate date for the proposed epoch. It was meant as 
an intervention into their decision-making process, in the hopes that they might place the ‘golden 
spike,’ or start date, at 1610. As such, a draft of this article was circulated amongst the Working 
Group members that summer. Although the Working Group’s work has come to an end, the 
Anthropocene has not yet been officially adopted and the start date has yet to be decided upon. We 
hope that this article might serve as a continued intervention to show the political efficacy of 
placing the GSSP at 1610.   
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become obvious, providing a basis for the possibility of decolonization within this 
framework. 
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Introduction 

The Anthropocene is here. These were the headlines following the 
conclusion of the Working Group on the Anthropocene in August 2016. The group 
recommended the adoption of the Anthropocene as a new geological epoch to the 
International Geological Congress (IGC). The approval process will take an 
estimated two more years and still requires ratification from three academic bodies 
(Phys.org 2016), but it will most likely be named an official epoch following the 
Holocene. This recommendation clearly has political implications beyond the 
bounds of the discipline of geology, for stating that we are living in a geologic 
epoch determined by the detritus, movement, and actions of humans is itself a 
political act. Andrew Barry and Mark Maslin have recently argued that Paul 
Crutzen himself – the atmospheric chemist who, alongside ecologist Eugene 
Stoermer, popularized the term ‘Anthropocene’ in its current iteration (Crutzen and 
Stoermer 2000) – recognizes that the concept of the Anthropocene “had evident 
political and ethical implications” (Barry and Maslin 2016, np). If instantiated as an 
epoch, the political stakes of this claim rest in part on the placement of the ‘golden 
spike’ or the Global Boundary Stratotype Section and Point (GSSP),2 the date at 
which geologists decide that the Anthropocene would begin. In other words, it is 
not only the decision of whether or not the current geological time frame should be 
considered the Anthropocene, but the question of when that opens up political 
consequences far beyond the IGC. A number of dates have been proposed, from the 
birth of agriculture to the first steam engine, but the working group has 
recommended the mid-twentieth century as the optimal boundary. The mid-
twentieth century is the working group’s preferred start date due to the fact that so 
many measurable anthropogenic changes began at that moment. Referred to as the 
‘great acceleration’ (Steffen et al. 2015), these changes are now written into the 
geologic strata and can be seen globally. 3  

                                                
2 This is a marker placed in geological strata to identify the beginning of the new epoch (University 
of Leicester 2016) 
3 The geologic markers that coincide with a start date for the Anthropocene in the 1950s include 
carbon dioxide levels, mass extinctions, and the widespread use of petrochemicals including plastic, 
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Since we are not geologists, we cannot evaluate the dates for their 
stratigraphic accuracy or scientific merit. However, we would like to propose that 
this dating of the Anthropocene misses a valuable opportunity for evaluating the 
concept and opening it up beyond its current Eurocentric framing. Instead, we 
argue that placing the golden spike at 1610, or from the beginning of the colonial 
period, names the problem of colonialism as responsible for contemporary 
environmental crisis. If the Anthropocene is already here, the question then 
becomes, what can we do with it as a conceptual apparatus that may serve to 
undermine the conditions that it names? One could object that by dating the 
Anthropocene to colonialism we are undoing the critical and creative work that has 
been done to name the problem of colonialism and its power differentials because 
the Anthropocene, as a term, erases these questions of power. Indeed, many people 
in the humanities have pointed out the failure of the Anthropocene, as a concept, to 
adequately account for power relations. 4 Instead, all humans are equally implicated 
under the sign of the ‘anthopos.’ But rather than abandon the term because of these 
connections, we feel that the Anthropocene betrays itself in its name: in its 
reassertion of universality, it implicitly aligns itself with the colonial era. By 
making the relations between the Anthropocene and colonialism explicit, we are 
then in a position to understand our current ecological crisis and to take the steps 
needed to move away from this ecocidal path.  

Our contention here is that the Anthropocene, if explicitly linked to the 
beginnings of colonization, would at least assert it as a critical project that 
understands that the ecocidal logics that now govern our world are not inevitable or 
‘human nature’, but are the result of a series of decisions that have their origins and 
reverberations in colonization. From this place, we can begin the project of 
decolonizing the Anthropocene. However, without recognizing that from the 
beginning, the Anthropocene is a universalizing project, it serves to re-invisibilize 
the power of Eurocentric narratives, again re-placing them as the neutral and global 
perspective. By linking the Anthropocene with colonization, it draws attention to 
the violence at its core, and calls for the consideration of Indigenous philosophies 
and processes of Indigenous self-governance as a necessary political corrective, 
alongside the self-determination of other communities and societies violently 
impacted by the white supremacist, colonial, and capitalist logics instantiated in the 
origins of the Anthropocene. 

The story we tell ourselves about environmental crises, the story of 
humanity’s place on the earth and its presence within geological time determines 

                                                                                                                                  
but the most convincing marker is the plutonium left from radioactivity left from the detonation of 
atomic bombs. 
4 This problem of universalization is the reason why others have called for the Anthropocene to be 
re-named the Capitalocene (Haraway 2015; Malm 2013; Moore 2015), Eurocene (Grove 2016) or 
White Supremacy Scene (Mirzoeff 2016). 
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how we understand how we got here, where we might like to be headed, and what 
we need to do. We make the case for colonialism as the start date of the 
Anthropocene for two reasons: the first is to open up the geologic questions and 
implications of the Anthropocene beyond the realm of Western and European 
epistemology to think with Indigenous knowledges from North America; the 
second is to make a claim that to use a date that coincides with colonialism in the 
Americas allows us to understand the current state of ecological crisis as inherently 
invested in a specific ideology defined by proto-capitalist logics based on 
extraction and accumulation through dispossession – logics that continue to shape 
the world we live in and that have produced our current era. We focus on North 
America because that is the place that both of us currently live and have grown up 
in. We recognize that to be taken seriously by the IGC we would need to propose a 
date that could be seen as having a global impact, but we refuse to write from an 
un-embodied or universal position, and by writing from where we know, we hope 
we can connect to other histories that are beyond the scope of this article and to 
incite further reflection from other parts of the world. We see this article as one 
part of a broader collaborative intervention into the current universalist (read: 
Eurocentric) discourses of the Anthropocene, hopefully making space for further 
discussions about the Anthropocene and its impacts from other oppressed and 
marginalized communities. Further, in making this claim, we are aligning ourselves 
with the date that Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin propose, what they call the ‘Orbis 
Spike’ of 1610.5 We also recognize that it is perhaps not as important to come up 
with a fixed or universal date for the beginning of the Anthropocene as it is to 
understand the explicit and implicit political investments of this term and its 
consequences. We intend for this argument to be constructive in situating the 
concept of the Anthropocene as one that we hope can traverse the natural and 
social sciences and humanities. To accomplish this, we take the fact of the 
Anthropocene as given, as recommended by the IGC working group, however, we 
seek to build upon existing evidence to shift the terms of this discourse to open up 
ways to think through the cyclical nature of what we are now collectively 
experiencing. To provide context, we are a team consisting of a white settler-
Canadian who grew up in Métis, Ojibway/Chippewa territory in Pinawa, Manitoba 
and Algonquin/Anishnabek territory in Deep River, Ontario, Canada; and an 
Indigenous (Métis) woman who grew up in amiskwaciwâskahin (Edmonton), 
Alberta, Canada.  

                                                
5 The “Orbis spike,” is what Lewis and Maslin call the decrease in atmospheric carbon dioxide that 
measured the genocide of Indigenous peoples. The word refers to the Latin for world, because after 
1492 human relations became intensively globalized in ways different from previous inter-regional 
or inter-continental relations.  
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These decisions regarding the start date of the Anthropocene are 
particularly pertinent for the discipline of geography, from physical to 
environmental to human geography, straddling both the sciences and humanities 
(Barry and Maslin, 2016). The Anthropocene, like the etymology of geography, 
describes the literal writing of the earth: geo-graphy. The Anthropocene is the 
epoch under which ‘humanity’ – but more accurately, petrochemical companies 
and those invested in and profiting from petrocapitalism and colonialism – have 
had such a large impact on the planet that radionuclides, coal, plutonium, plastic, 
concrete, genocide and other markers are now visible in the geologic strata. Noel 
Castree describes it as a ‘promiscuous concept’ that is particularly relevant to 
geography because “it describes not merely the ‘human impact’ on the nonhuman 
world but also the folding of human activity into earth-surface systems such that it 
becomes in some sense endogenous to those systems” (2015, np). As Mark Maslin 
notes “in many ways the Anthropocene is the perfect conceptualisation of what 
‘geography’ as a subject has always represented” (2016, 8). The Anthropocene, and 
thinking with geology, has increasingly been taken up by critical geographers who 
are interested in thinking with the human, and human politics, through the 
consequences into deep time. This can be seen in recent essays by Kathryn Yusoff 
whose work examines ‘geologic life’ through the figures of fossils and fossil fuels 
(2013), geologic subjects (2015), and the new narratives that the Anthropocene 
creates, or, in her terms, an anthropogenesis (2016). Nigel Clark argues that the 
Anthropocene has become a moment to think with earth processes themselves, as a 
kind of ‘speculative geophysics’ (2012, 260). Elizabeth Johnson and Harlan 
Morehouse, together with contributions from six other geographers (2014), reflect 
on the intervention of the Anthropocene for the discipline of geography and the 
attending possibilities for pedagogy and political action. Geography, then, is 
particularly well suited to thinking through the difficulties of both geologic time 
and its socio-political implications.  

In what follows, we begin by outlining the political consequences of the 
proposed date for the beginning of the Anthropocene – the mid-twentieth century – 
stating the reasons why we feel 1610 would be a more efficacious date. We then 
move on to show how the logic of the Anthropocene is already entwined with 
colonialism, and end with a discussion of how Indigenous knowledges should be 
productively engaged to disrupt and undo these universalizing and violent logics. 

Dates and consequences 
The date that the Anthropocene Working Group has recommended is the 

mid-twentieth century. Steffen et al. (2015) argue that the onset of the 
Anthropocene coincides with the measurable impacts of the ‘great acceleration’ 
upon the Earth System (often settling on 1964). While this date is quite convincing 
because it groups together all of the obvious horrors of the twentieth century, from 
the atomic bomb, to petrochemicals, to overconsumption and waste (particularly of 
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non-biodegradable substances such as plastics and concrete), due to the globality of 
these problems, this date doesn’t significantly differentiate between countries, 
ideologies, or ways of life. Instead, we are all grouped together under the sign of 
the ubiquitous hockey stick graphs – the graphs that show the increase of various 
human activities indicative of the ‘great acceleration’ – where McDonald’s, 
international tourism, population and ocean acidification bind the whole of 
humanity together into one horrifying reality.6 While this may be an accurate 
depiction of the past seventy years, it does little to register the very real differences 
between peoples, governments, and geographies in their complicity with these 
processes. Further, the diffuse, global and overwhelming problems associated with 
these figures leaves little analysis for political action. It is much easier to simply 
despair of our present circumstances. We also wonder, not being geologists, how it 
would be possible to predict the impacts of an epoch that will supposedly last so far 
into the future with so little geologic data to go on. When geologic epochs typically 
last more than three million years, it seems rather pre-emptive to be deciding this in 
advance and with the stratigraphic records of less than a century. 

We are not the first to propose colonialism, and its compatriot, settler 
colonization, as the start date of the Anthropocene. Geographers Simon L. Lewis 
and Mark A. Maslin advanced two hypotheses for the possible golden spike, one of 
which is the Columbian Exchange, which they date to 1610. They propose 1610 for 
two reasons. The first is that the amount of plants and animals that were exchanged 
between Europe and the Americas during this time drastically re-shaped the 
ecosystems of both of these landmasses, evidence of which can be found in the 
geologic layer by way of the kinds of biomass accumulated there. The second 
reason, which is a much more chilling indictment against the horrifying realities of 
colonialism, is the drop in carbon dioxide levels that can be found in the geologic 
layer that correspond to the genocide of the peoples of the Americas and the 
subsequent re-growth of forests and other plants. Lewis and Maslin note that in 
1492 there were between 54 to 61 million peoples in the Americas and by 1650 
there were 6 million. They argue that “On the basis of the movement of species, 
atmospheric CO2 decline and the resulting climate-related changes within various 
stratigraphic records, we propose that the 7–10 p.p.m. dip in atmospheric CO2 to a 
low point of 271.8 p.p.m. at 285.2 m depth of the Law Dome ice core 75, dated 
1610 (615 yr; refs 75, 76), is an appropriate GSSP marker” (2015, 175). In making 
this claim, they understand that the implications move far beyond the geologic 
realm. As they write: 

The Orbis spike implies that colonialism, global trade and coal 
brought about the Anthropocene. Broadly, this highlights social 
concerns, particularly the unequal power relationships between 

                                                
6 For examples of these graphs see Syvitski (2012); and Steffen et. al. (2011).  
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different groups of people, economic growth, the impacts of 
globalized trade, and our current reliance on fossil fuels. The 
onward effects of the arrival of Europeans in the Americas also 
highlights a long-term and large-scale example of human actions 
unleashing processes that are difficult to predict or manage. (2015, 
177, our emphasis) 
Here, they recognize that such a proposal will impact how we understand 

human actions on the environment, and more generally the human-environment 
relation itself, as they explicitly acknowledge that this kind of differential and 
brutal power “unleashes processes that are difficult to predict or manage.” They 
write that the “formal definition of the Anthropocene makes scientists arbiters, to 
an extent, of the human–environment relationship, itself an act with consequences 
beyond geology.” (2015, 171).  

Geologists and other scientists will fight over these markers in scientific 
language, seeking traces of carbon dioxide that index the worst offenses of 
European empires which rent and violated the flesh,7 bodies and governance 
structures of Indigenous and other sovereign peoples in the name of gold, lumber, 
trade, land and power. But the terms to some extent have already been foreclosed 
by the discipline of geology. The use of ‘evidence’ here in Lewis and Maslin’s 
work is a particular kind of tracer. Evidence does not, generally, entail the fleshy 
stories of kohkoms (the word for grandmother in Cree) and the fish they fried up 
over hot stoves in prairie kitchens to feed their large families. As Todd points out: 
“Evidence generally precludes the flash of a school of minnows in the clear prairie 
lakes I intimately knew as a child, or the succulent white fish my stepdad caught 
for us from the Red Deer River when I was growing up” (2016). But these fleshy 
philosophies and fleshy bodies are precisely the stakes of the Anthropocene, as the 
Anthropocene has exacerbated existing social inequalities and power structures and 
divided people from the land with which they and their language, laws, and 
livelihoods are entwined. The stories we will tell about the origins of the 
Anthropocene implicate how we understand the relations we have with our 
surrounds. In other words, the naming of the Anthropocene epoch and its start date 
have implications not just for how we understand the world, but this understanding 
will have material consequences, consequences that affect bodies and land. 

Severing mind from body and land: The problem of the universal 
As many others have pointed out, the term Anthropocene itself is 

problematic because it fails to make the kinds of differentiations between world 
views, economies, and systems of power that we are trying to untangle here (Malm 

                                                
7 This particular notion of flesh and land is drawn from the work of Vanessa Watts (2013), as 
explored in the following section. 
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2013; Moore 2015; Haraway 2016; Mirzoeff 2016). Further, the ways in which the 
Anthropocene as a term has been used by Crutzen and Stoermer similarly continues 
this unthinking ideology of divorcing thought (and by implication, humans) from 
other relations. In their seminal article that introduced the term Anthropocene to the 
written canon, simply titled “The Anthropocene,” Crutzen and Stoermer (2000: 17-
18) rely upon the concept of the ‘noösphere’ to articulate their position. They 
define the noösphere as “the world of thought, to mark the growing role played by 
mankind’s [sic] brainpower and technological talents in shaping its own future and 
environment” (2000, 17), a concept they credit to P. Teilhard de Chardin and E. Le 
Roy (2000, 17). The noösphere places thought above the biosphere and geosphere, 
and is framed as a teleological progression that follows the development of the 
earth’s geological features and biota, as demonstrated by de Chardin’s writings on 
the concept. In reflecting on the progression of human influence upon the globe 
itself, de Chardin argues: 

we must enlarge our approach to encompass the formation, taking 
place before our eyes and arising out of this factor of hominization, 
of a particular biological entity such as has never before existed on 
earth – the growth, outside and above the biosphere, of an added 
planetary layer, an envelope of thinking substance, to which, for the 
sake of convenience and symmetry, I have given the name of the 
Noosphere. (2004, 151) 

This conceptualization assumes that the biosphere cannot, in and of itself, 
constitute an ‘envelope of thinking substance’, which contradicts the work of 
biosemiotics (Bateson 1972, Kohn 2013) and the thousands of years of philosophy 
of many Indigenous peoples (Cruikshank 2005, Watts 2013, Vine Jr. 1997, 
Qitsialuk 1998, Bawaka Country et al. 2015, de la Cadena 2010, Povinelli 1995, 
Povinelli 2016). Drawing on this concept of a ‘thinking layer’ emergent in the 
earth’s processes, Crutzen and Stoermer offer the following thoughts on collective 
work necessary to address the Anthropocene: 

To develop a world-wide accepted strategy leading to sustainability 
of ecosystems against human induced stresses will be one of the 
great future tasks of mankind [sic], requiring intensive research 
efforts and wise application of the knowledge thus acquired in the 
noösphere, better known as knowledge or information society. An 
exciting, but also difficult and daunting task lies ahead of the global 
research and engineering community to guide mankind [sic] towards 
global, sustainable, environmental management. (2000, 15) 
The noösphere, while a generative category, which Crutzen and Stoermer 

credit with their thinking on the Anthropocene itself, replicates a Euro-Western 
division of mind/thought from land when it is framed as the business of ‘research 
and engineering.’ The construction of a noösphere that privileges research and 
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engineering is counter to many Indigenous concepts, which do not recognize or 
centre this teleological concept developing separately from the earth and its 
constituents. In tethering the Anthropocene to colonialism, as we hope to show 
here, the links between the emergence of ecological disaster and concepts such as 
the noösphere become clear. In other words, the noösphere which considers 
thought separate from – and above – geology and biota replicates the foundational 
and epistemic violence of European colonialism which Lewis and Maslin propose 
caused the Anthropocene.  

The Anthropocene inadvertently and unintentionally signals what we are 
arguing here: that the Anthropocene as the extension and enactment of colonial 
logic systematically erases difference, by way of genocide and forced integration 
and through projects of climate change that imply the radical transformation of the 
biosphere. Universalist ideas and ideals are embedded in the colonial project as it 
was enacted through a brutal system of imposing “the right” way of living. In 
actively shaping the territories where colonizers invaded, they refused to see what 
was in front of them; instead forcing a landscape, climate, flora, and fauna into an 
idealized version of the world modelled on sameness and replication of the 
homeland.  

If we use the momentum that this concept has gained to train our 
imaginations to the ways in which environmental destruction has gone hand in 
hand with colonialism, then we can begin to address our relations in a much wider 
context. Our interest in the ‘golden spike’ is a pragmatic one, in so far as it ties the 
Anthropocene to colonialism. However, we are interested in much more than the 
designation of this scientific marker, we are interested in how rock and climate are 
bound to flesh. As Watts points out: “Our truth, not only Anishnaabe and 
Haudenosaunee people but in a majority of Indigenous societies, conceives that we 
(humans) are made from the land; our flesh is literally an extension of soil” (2013, 
27).   

Drawing on Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee history and philosophy, and 
the relatedness of land and flesh, Vanessa Watts articulates a concept of Indigenous 
Place-Thought. She describes Place-Thought as “the non-distinctive space where 
place and thought were never separated because they never could or can be 
separated. Place-Thought is based upon the premise that land is alive and thinking 
and that humans and non-humans derive agency through the extensions of these 
thoughts” (2013: 21). Watts’ concept of Indigenous Place-Thought, drawn from her 
own familiarity with deeply-rooted Indigenous philosophies still practiced and 
applied in North America, necessarily disrupts a concept of knowledge separate 
from the geosphere and biosphere, and posits instead that land and thought are 
integral to one another. Biota, geology and thinking are one and the same. In 
theories such as Watts’ (2013) Indigenous Place-Thought, we are introduced to the 
philosophical argument that life and thought on earth is animated through and 
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bound to bodies, stories, time and land. We therefore seek here to demonstrate and 
underline how global colonial dispossession haunt through bones, bodies, and 
stories. 

Colonialism, especially settler colonialism – which in the Americas 
simultaneously employed the twinned processes of dispossession and chattel 
slavery – was always about changing the land, transforming the earth itself, 
including the creatures, the plants, the soil composition and the atmosphere. It was 
about moving and unearthing rocks and minerals. All of these acts were intimately 
tied to the project of erasure that is the imperative of settler colonialism. Eyal 
Weizman, writing about climate change in relation to Bedouin communities, could 
equally be writing about the wider processes of terraforming that defines the 
Anthropocene. He argues: 

If, however, following historian Dipesh Chakrabarty, we look at 
climate change from the point of view of the history of colonialism, 
we no longer simply see it as a collateral effect of modernity, but 
rather as its very target and aim. Indeed, colonial projects from 
North America through Africa, the Middle East, India and Australia 
sought to re-engineer the climate. Colonizers did not only seek to 
overcome unfamiliar and harsh climatic conditions, but rather to 
transform them. Native people, who were seen as part of the natural 
environment, were displaced along with the climate or killed. 
Although the attempt was to make the desert green, instead the 
green fell fallow, lakes deadened, and oceans rose. (2015, 36, our 
emphasis)  
What settler colonialism, and its extensions into contemporary 

petrocapitalism, does is a severing of relations. It is a severing of relations between 
humans and the soil, between plants and animals, between minerals and our bones. 
This is the logic of the Anthropocene. This is the logic that has resulted in the 
amalgamation of conditions that ask us to consider what we are writing into the 
body of the earth. Dakota scholar Kim Tallbear writes eloquently about this 
condition: 

The decimation of humans and nonhumans in these continents has 
gone hand in hand. When one speaks of genocide in the Americas it 
cannot be understood in relation to the European Holocaust, for 
example, that is seen as having a beginning and an end, and which is 
focused on humans alone. Our genocide in the Americas included 
and continues to include our other-than-human relatives. … We 
need kin to survive. In turn, Indigenous peoples speak out not 
necessarily from individual courage but rather their irrepressible 
voices cannot but call attention to injustices, and they continue to 
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call the settler state to account for its failures at kin-making here, 
with both humans and nonhumans. (Tallbear 2016: np) 
In a deliberate manner, the processes of colonization severed relations, 

because it was through this severing that dispossession and integration could take 
place. Therefore, the genocide of the Americas was also a genocide of all manner 
of kin: animals and plants alike. 

Kyle Whyte, of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, also argues that the 
Anthropocene is the deliberate enactment of colonial processes that refuse to 
acknowledge specific and locational relations between humans, the land, and our 
other kin. The damming of rivers, clear-cutting of forests, and importation of plants 
and animals remade the worlds of North America into the vision of a displaced 
Europe, fundamentally altering the climate and ecosystems. Settler colonialism, in 
North America and elsewhere, is marked by this process of terraforming. As Whyte 
argues, “industrial settler campaigns erase what makes a place ecologically unique 
in terms of human and nonhuman relations, the ecological history of a place, and 
the sharing of the environment by different human societies” (2016a, 8). Further, 
the forced displacement that many tribal communities suffered involved adaptation 
to entirely new environments, to new climates, new ecosystems, new plants and 
animals. These processes of environmental transformation and forced displacement 
can be understood as climate change, or more broadly, a preview of what it is like 
to live under the conditions of the Anthropocene. And so, as Whyte makes clear, 
the current environmental crises which are named through the designation of the 
Anthropocene, can be viewed as a continuation of, rather than a break from, 
previous eras that begin with colonialism and extend through advanced capitalism. 

In this light the Anthropocene, and the uneven impacts on the global poor, 
can be understood not just as an unfortunate coincidence or accident, but rather as a 
deliberate extension of colonial logic. As Whyte writes: 

Thinking about climate injustice against Indigenous peoples is less 
about envisioning a new future and more like the experience of déjà 
vu. This is because climate injustice is part of a cyclical history 
situated within the larger struggle of anthropogenic environmental 
change catalyzed by colonialism, industrialism and capitalism – not 
three unfortunately converging courses of history. (2016b: 12)  
The violence of colonialism rent and tore apart and disrupted the worlds in 

the places both of us currently reside – these unceded and unsurrended lands across 
North America – that hit like a seismic shock.  

Allow us to dwell a bit in a construct of time, drawing here on Indigenous 
philosophies, as fluid, malleable, and circular. The seismic shock of dispossession 
and violence that colonialism employed to gain entry into and claims over 
Indigenous lands around the globe in the 15th, 16th, 17th, 18th, 19th centuries – this 
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seismic shock kept rolling like a slinky – pressing and compacting in different 
ways in different places as colonialism spread outwards into homelands of self-
determining peoples around the globe. This worked to compact and speed up time, 
laying waste to legal orders, languages, place-story in quick succession. The fleshy, 
violent loss of 50 million Indigenous peoples in the Americas is something we read 
as a ‘quickening’ of space-time in a seismic sense.  

In the early versions of this article, we employed the metaphor of the 
‘seismic shock’ of colonial temporality on its own. However, in revising the text 
for publication in 2017, we note that this metaphor of the seismic shock resonates 
with the concept of ‘wake work’ that Christina Sharpe (2016) articulates; a concept 
which deeply shapes our ongoing thinking about temporality and the 
Anthropocene. She describes the ongoing reverberations of violence and the 
rending of life-worlds in the wake of the ships and violent ideologies that 
transported captured Africans across the Atlantic. Sharpe teaches us that “in the 
wake, the past that is not past reappears, always, to rupture the present” (2016, 9). 
We evoke Sharpe’s work here because we want to explicitly acknowledge the 
intertwined and interdependent violences of the Transatlantic slave trade and the 
genocidal dispossession of Indigenous peoples and territories. This matters 
because, as Sharpe teaches us, entanglements of space, time, and injustice in the 
wake of white supremacist violation are ongoing (2016, 5). Building on her work, 
we can gesture to how the entangled violences of capital and white supremacy have 
their direct roots in the epistemic violences of discovery, dispossession, extraction, 
and the horrific capture of life, bodies, and worlds. The notion of the 
Anthropocene–as-disaster in dominant scientific and social science discourses must 
also tend to the ongoing disaster of the Middle Passage: 

Transantlatic slavery was and is the disaster. The disaster of Black 
subjection was and is planned; terror is disaster and “terror has a 
history” (Youngquist 2011, 7) and it is deeply atemporal. The 
history of capital is inextricable from the history of Atlantic chattel 
slavery. The disaster and the writing of disaster are never present, 
are always present. (Sharpe 2016, 5) 
This is precisely why we must expand and pluralize collective 

understandings of the disasters of the Anthropocene, and we must certainly expand 
our temporality beyond the Anthropocene Working Group’s preferred date of the 
1964. In drawing readers back to the ‘cyclical’ (Whyte 2016b) colonial violences 
of the last five hundred years, we seek here to expand environmental discourses in 
ways that acknowledge the plural human and nonhuman entanglements that shape 
the present. In gesturing to Indigenous suffering in North America we have great 
responsibilities to also attend to the time-scapes and realities of those people and 



ACME: An International Journal for Critical Geographies, 2017, 16(4): 761-780  

 

773 

communities whose ancestors were violently dispossessed through the 
Transatlantic slave trade.8  

At the end of worlds – including the end of plural Indigenous worlds around 
the entire globe several hundred years ago and right through to the 20th century – 
were a violent upheaval that compressed space and time in terrifying and 
unpredictable ways. Cutcha Risling Baldy, who is Hupa, Yurok, and Karuk, writes 
about how she employs the serial ‘The Walking Dead’ to illustrate to her students 
what it was like for Indigenous peoples to contend with the end of worlds in the 
advent of colonial dispossession in what is now California – where she is from – 
what it was like for Indigenous peoples to face the end of worlds (2014). In many 
ways, in reading her work, we have come to see one aspect of Indigenous legal 
orders and decolonization in the Americas as the governance, stories, tenderness, 
and care required to address the realities of post-apocalyptic survivors. Anishinaabe 
scholar Lawrence Gross frames the phenomenon of post-apocalyptic stress 
syndrome, which he argues is the result of the upheavals wrought by colonial 
violence:  

One critical aspect of exploring the reality of Native American 
history is to correctly name the experience Native Americans have 
suffered and which they continue to endure to this day. To put it in a 
word, Native Americans have seen the end of their respective 
worlds. Using vocabulary from the study of religion, this should be 
correctly termed an apocalypse. Just as importantly, though, Indians 
survived the apocalypse. This raises the further question, then, of 
what happens to a society that has gone through an apocalyptic 
event? The effects of the apocalypse linger on and the history of 
apocalypse continues to be the current-day reality for many Native 
Americans. (2014, 33) 

As Gross and Baldy demonstrate in their work, Indigenous peoples contended with 
the end of their worlds, and continue to work to foster and tend to strong 
relationships to humans, other-than-humans, and land today. This Indigenous 
resistance in the face of apocalypse, and the renewal and resurgence of Indigenous 
communities in spite of world-ending violence is something that Euro-Western 
thinkers should heed as we contend with the implications of the Imperial forces that 
set in motion the seismic upheaval of worlds back in 1492. It is especially 
something to be heeded in light of the fact that the Anthropocene, as well as 

                                                
8 To clarify, we do not wish to appropriate these narratives of the Middle Passage, given that neither 
of us are related to those African and African-descended people violently subjected to the chattel 
slave trade. However, we understand that our existences are bound together, calling on us to honour 
these stories as motivation to tend to plural and capacious forms of healing and transformation as 
we decolonize the Anthropocene.  
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climate change, are often figured themselves as apocalyptic events. As Whyte 
writes: 

This historically brief, highly disruptive moment, “today’s dystopia 
of our ancestors,” sounds a lot like what others in the world dread 
they will face in the future as climate destabilization threatens the 
existence of species and ecosystems. Yet for many indigenous 
peoples, the Anthropocene is not experienced as threatening in 
precisely the same sense because the particular era of settlement I 
am describing forced many of our societies to let go of so many 
relationships with plants, animals and ecosystems at a wrongfully 
rapid pace. Rather, if there is something different in the 
Anthropocene for indigenous peoples, it would be just that we are 
focusing our energies also on adapting to another kind of 
anthropogenic environmental change: climate destabilization. 
(2016a: 3) 

We argue that this seismic shockwave has rolled through and across space 
and time and is now hitting those nations, legal systems, and structures that brought 
about the rending and disruption of lifeways and life-worlds in the first place. The 
Anthropocene – or at least all of the anxiety produced around these realities for 
those in Euro-Western contexts – is really the arrival of the reverberations of that 
seismic shockwave into the nations who introduced colonial, capitalist processes 
across the globe in the last half-millennium in the first place. Much as Sharpe 
(2016) describes the ongoing ‘wake’ of slave ships, the seismic shockwave of 
colonial earth-rending is an ongoing epistemic present, and we envision the seismic 
shockwave as a reckoning, one laying bare the human and environmental injustice 
of the orders upon which late-stage capitalism and white supremacy are built.  

Decolonizing the Anthropocene 
In order to adequately address climate change and other environmental 

catastrophes we also need to seriously think through and enact processes of 
decolonization. This involves self-governance for Indigenous peoples, the return of 
stolen lands, and reparations for the descendants of captured Africans,9 but it also 
fundamentally questions the bounds and the legitimacy of the nation-state structure 
itself. As we are already seeing around the world, people will not simply sit still in 
the face of ecological destruction, but will move, adapt, and try to find ways of 
recomposing with their kin and companion species. The adaptability of many 
Indigenous peoples and our/their semi-nomadic ways of life meant that our/their 

                                                
9 Reparations must address structural inequalities, including electoral and judicial reform, rather 
than simply being understood as a government payout. See, for example, Bryan Stevenson’s 
brilliant articulation of the necessity of reparations for healing (2016). 
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societies were incredibly resilient in the face of climate disruptions. However, as a 
result of settler colonialism and the attendant nation-state structures, borders and 
treaties bind people inside a given territory, containing them. This means that 
people will not necessarily continue to have access to the animals, plants, rocks and 
waters that they rely upon and are entwined within. If wild rice, for example, 
begins to move further and further north due to warming weather patterns, the 
people who care for those plants, and who are in turn cared for by wild rice, cannot 
necessarily follow. “Indigenous peoples cannot practically plan to shift their 
seasonal subsistence and economic activities if a valuable plant’s or animal’s 
habitat moves outside of a treaty area or crosses a transnational border” (Whyte 
2016b, 4). And the links to particular ecological systems are not incidental, as they 
are often viewed within Western, industrialized nations where our ways of life 
systematically divorce us from and deny our implication within ecologies. Instead, 
governance systems, cultural practices, and gendered roles are all tied to relations 
with particular plants, animals, skies, rocks, waters. “Kenny Pheasant, an elder, 
says ‘Decline of the sturgeon has corresponded with decline in sturgeon clan 
families’” (Whyte 2016a, 5). Similarly, the resiliency of people across the world 
for collective continuance is dependent upon this freedom of movement which is 
systematically denied by the state forms of governance we currently have in place. 
We call here for those studying and storying the Anthropocene to tend to the 
ruptures and cleavages between land and flesh, story and law, human and more-
than-human. Rather than positioning the salvation of Man10 – the liberation of 
humanity from the horrors of the Anthropocene – in the technics and technologies 
of the noösphere, we call here for a tending once again to relations, to kin, to life, 
longing, and care (Sharpe 2016, TallBear 2016). This commitment to tenderness 
and relationships is one necessary and lasting refraction of the violent and unjust 
worlds set in motion by the imperialist white supremacist capitalist 
[hetero]patriarchy (hooks, nd) at the beginning of the colonial moment.  

What is truly terrifying about the times we live in is not only the cyclical 
recurrence of climate change. It is not the fact that white people and people with 
power are now having to face what Indigenous peoples, Black people whose 
ancestors experienced the horrors of slavery, and others have faced for the past five 
hundred years – that could be considered some kind of perverted justice. But the 
scale of the destruction has increased exponentially, while our governance systems 
often work against efforts to sustain liveable climates and the abilities of people to 
adapt. As Ta-nehisi Coates writes:  

                                                
10 Sylvia Wynter draws attention to the ways in which the concept of Man, which is the 
“foundational basis of modernity” serves to deny humanity to many people while also divorcing 
humans from the earth (2003, 288). She calls for an unsettling of Man in order to reinscribe a 
humane vision of the human.  
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Once, the Dream’s parameters were caged by technology and by the 
limits of horsepower and wind. But the Dreamers have improved 
themselves, and the damming of seas for voltage, the extraction of 
coal, the transmuting of oil into food, have enabled an expansion in 
plunder with no known precedent. And this revolution has freed the 
Dreamers to plunder not just the bodies of humans but the body of 
the Earth itself. (2015, 150)  

Industrialized capitalism might make us forget our entwined relations and 
dependency on this body of the Earth, but we are surrounded by rich traditions and 
many people that have not forgotten this vital lesson. If we are to adapt with any 
grace to what is coming, those with power – including the limited power of the 
members of the IGC – would do well to begin to listen to those voices. 

The Anthropocene is certainly not the best concept to address these 
questions of environmental justice and decolonization. However, it has been 
incredibly generative in providing a term that groups together the horrors of 
environmental crisis and in re-animating our relations with the world in a manner 
that draws, but is also differentiated from, the environmental movements of the 
past. In the decision-making processes that the IGC is currently engaged in, we 
hope to have shown that by dating the Anthropocene to colonialism we can at least 
begin to address the root of the problem, which is the severing of relations through 
the brutality of colonialism coupled with an imperial, universal logic. Through this, 
we might then begin to address not only the immediate problems associated with 
massive reliance upon fossil fuel and the nuclear industry, but the deeper questions 
of the need to acknowledge our embedded and embodied relations with our other-
than-human kin and the land itself. This necessarily means re-evaluating not just 
our energy use, but our modes of governance, ongoing racial injustice, and our 
understandings of ourselves as human. 
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