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T
HE ANCIENT GREEK WORD oecumene came into 
broad circulation in the Hellenistic era to refer to 
the inhabited world. It was a world that stretched 
from the Mediterranean basin to India, and 

from the Caucasus mountains to the Arabian Peninsula, 
encompassing diverse peoples and cultures connected via 
trade routes and empire building, alliances and conquests. 
By “the inhabited world,” oecumene of course meant the 
world inhabited by people. What the concept implied by 
exclusion, by what it passed over in silence, is that nonhu-
mans do not inhabit. Only people are inhabitants, while 
animals, plants, and the natural communities they cre-
ate merely exist in certain places—until they are forced 
to make way for, or be converted to serve, the oecumene. 

Oecumene stands out as one of the first human impe-
rialistic concepts. It is an idea constituted through omit-
ting the actions that realize it—the appropriation of the 
natural world—presenting its meaning instead in a posi-
tive register: “the world inhabited by people.” It suggested 
a kind of protoglobalization, since oecumene included a 
cosmopolitan terrain.1 Indeed, through its later linguistic 
transformation into “ecumenical” (meaning universal), 
oecumene foreshadowed globalization—humanity’s plan-
et-wide occupation and the obliteration of the wild that 
the concept implied and through which it was realized. 

Oecumene can be characterized as a “crystallization 
of culture,”2 a significant sign of the lodging of anthropo-
centrism into language and thereby into broadly shared 
patterns of thought. It indicates that human beings, since 
civilization’s beginnings, have proclaimed the separate and 
special prerogative of the human. For generations untold, 
people have been inheriting this belief system and living 
by its compass, through cultural constellations of concepts, 
philosophies, theologies, and theories, until ultimately—
by such serial, ideological sedimentations over the course 
of many centuries—the anthropocentric belief system has 
acquired the foundational status of “commonsense.” This 
belief system certainly has a different valence for different 
individuals and cultures. But broadly speaking, it professes 
that human beings, by virtue of the ostensible special na-
ture of their consciousness and skills, are essentially dis-
tinct from other species, superior in their form of being 
(which includes, among other things, the ability to reason, 
foresee their own death, and terraform via technology), 
and entitled primacy with respect to having their interests 
met prior to all else. Anthropocentrism thus constructs an 
existential apartheid between, on the one hand, humans as 
a distinctive species-being with special privileges and, on 

the other, all other life forms regarded, more or less, as the 
usable or displaceable “merely living.”3 

Anthropocentrism’s entrenchment accounts for its 
pervasiveness and apparent naturalness, yet it is not be-
yond the reach of critical inquiry, dissection, and refu-
tation. To inquire into anthropocentrism is to ask what 
kind of belief system it is. The unquestioned conviction 
with which people uphold the anthropocentric credo be-
lies its characterization as mere belief, because it is in the 
nature of belief to be open to questioning and relinquish-
ment in the face of a better alternative. At the same time, 
to call anthropocentrism a kind of folk knowledge—that 
we just know humans are different and have special en-
titlements, by the sundry evidence all around us—is to 
normalize an understanding of the human which the evi-
dence all around us surely reflects only because humans 
have made that evidence, through actions that their sense 
of specialness has inspired and informed, to do so. We 
find ourselves then in the awkward conceptual space of 
a “belief system”—that of anthropocentrism as I sketched 
it above—which cannot be convincingly characterized as 
either mere belief or certain knowledge.    

To be open to discerning the historically constructed 
and reconstructed character of anthropocentrism—its 
achieved legitimacy as a matter of conquest and often 
violence, and not a result of the rightful prerogative, or 
nature, of the human; its commonsensical entrenchment 
as a corollary of the erasure of the nonhuman (physical 
obliteration, discursive belittlement, or the simple invis-
ibility of the vanquished at all levels of perception); its 
victory as a perhaps once-evitable, but increasingly in-
escapable, historical course which has been entraining a 
time of reckoning (the time when oecumene would be all 
there is to see)—to be open to discerning these qualities 
of anthropocentrism that inquiry makes available, thereby 
seeing it in a novel, non-commonsensical light, is to un-
derstand that it may compellingly be described as “false 
knowledge.” 

False knowledge is a most obstinate species of belief, 
for it tends to strongly resist dislodging. There exist no-
table examples of false knowledge systems, akin to the 
credo of anthropocentrism in the unswerving convic-
tion with which they were held and the enticements of 
grandeur that underpinned them: namely, the knowledge 
that the Earth is the center of the universe around which 
planets, Moon, and Sun revolve; and also the knowledge 
that humans were specially created in the image of God. 
Of the same epistemic status and kin content is simply 
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knowing—deeply and almost irrefutably—that humans 
are different, special, and always come first. Indeed, it is 
this conviction that partially grounded the long-standing 
knowledge systems of Earth-centered astronomy and cre-
ationism, for what all three false ways of knowing have in 
common is self-glorification. When Nicolaus Copernicus 
wrote the tract that would refute Ptolemaic astronomy, he 
let the manuscript sit, virtually unread, on his desk for (at 
least) nine years.4 Charles Darwin kept his knowledge of 
the fact of evolution secret for twenty-one—and when he 
shared it with his botanist friend Joseph Dalton Hooker, 
he described the moment of confidence as akin to “con-
fessing murder.” These stories convey the following: Stan-
dard belief systems, even if highly respected and securely 
ensconced, can be interrogated; but false knowledge is 
confronted only at one’s peril. 

To characterize anthropocentrism as a (false) way of 
knowing is another way of saying that it describes reality 
for most people. And herein lies all the power that an-
thropocentrism claims. It possesses the moral power of al-
ways prioritizing human needs and desires. It provides the 
economic and political power of appropriating whatever 
humans can use from the natural world—from oceans, 
forests, rivers, grasslands, coasts, wildlife, domestic ani-
mals, genomes, or the crust of the Earth—by making the 
sources themselves invisible except in relation to our use 
of them. Anthropocentrism creates the ontological power 
to elide the acts of taking as acts of taking, through their 
ceaseless (small-to-mega) enactments as unremarkably 
ordinary. And, finally, through the power of its common-
sensical standing, anthropocentrism keeps people under 
the spell of all of the above. For the dominant mindset, 
with nary a conscious thought, such is the real world: We 
came, we saw, we conquered. And to question this real-
ity—the reality of human empire—places one outside, or 
at the margins, of every human club: academic, political, 
religious, or cultural. So while in the modern secular era 
questioning political regimes, religious dogmas, power 
structures, and even scientific theories or facts is kosher 
and often praiseworthy, questioning human empire is not. 
Questioning that particular reality will earn one certain 
unsavory labels. (And challenging that reality through ac-
tivism can nowadays land one in prison or dead.) 

Labels: for example, that you are being unrealistic. Or 
romantic. Juvenile. Probably misanthropic.5 Environmen-
tal thinkers and activists with deep-ecological leanings, 
who have countered the human regime on Earth with 
the ideals of biotic membership and biospherical egali-

tarianism, have been called all these names. Recently their 
perspective has been proclaimed dead, dysfunctional, or 
passé. But while such labels impress with their dismis-
sive power, we need not be led astray by that power—for 
it does not reflect on the sobriety of questioning human 
domination, but rather evidences the tremendous sway of 
that domination backed doubly by the authority of history 
and by certain almighty material interests that be. The es-
tablishment of human domination—with the penetration 
of anthropocentrism’s myriad tendrils into the lifeworld, 
not to say into economic, political, and institutional power 
structures—means that those who question its legitimacy 
cannot be given audience but will invariably, for the time 
being, be written off. For it comes down to this: The ide-
ational and institutional schemata of human privilege have 
long been championed by a dominant civilization, which 
has carved planetary reality to reflect the cult of human 
specialness, such that between the Scylla of anthropocen-
tric ideas and the Charybdis of global terraforming, the 
human mind has virtually zero degrees of freedom to think 
outside the box of Earth takeover and self-arbitrated rule.   

Be that as it may, after millennia of the empire’s march 
are the consequences. The consequences are called the 
Sixth Extinction. They are called climate change, ocean 
acidification, and the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. They 
are called large-scale deforestation and desertification. 
The consequences are called 400 marine dead zones 
worldwide. They are called 90 percent of the big fish in 
the oceans are gone, and “empty forest syndrome.” The 
consequences are called the stifling of animal migrations 
and the constriction of wild species’ home ranges. They 
are also called the closing of the human heart to the suf-
fering of farm animals. The consequences are called eco-
logical amnesia, on the one hand, and a widening wave of 
grieving for lost beings and places, on the other. Today the 
whole planet is the oecumene and what the latter concept 
started out by implicitly erasing—the reality that nonhu-
mans do inhabit and have equal prerogative to flourish 
here as we do—has become manifest by time, the revela-
tor, as a nonhuman holocaust that is not even permitted to 
be called one. If at the heart of this juggernaut lies human 
self-appointed rule, then are we not called to take aim? 

Neo-greens choose sustaining human dominion 

Far from taking aim, a twenty-first-century vocal contin-
gent of environmentalism—referred to variously as post-
environmentalism, new environmentalism, eco-pragma-
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tism, and eco-optimism, and often allied with the recent 
pitch to rename our geological epoch the Anthropocene—
is disinclined from disputing human domination. Instead, 
it opts for the realistic work of damage control and of re-
forming the ways humans exercise planetary charge. Neo-
greens, as I will refer to the exponents of this platform, 
seek to redress the adverse consequences of our impact 
while refraining from challenging the historical impulse 
toward Earth’s occupation; and they often endeavor to re-
cast the human presence in a more sanguine light. 

The neo-green platform admits that there are serious 
environmental problems to grapple with, but the human-
ization of the planet is not one of them—let alone their 
root cause.6 The problems are certain harmful side effects 
(most especially) of industrial civilization, with climate 
change usually considered the gravest. But the disposition 
of civilization to use the Earth as though it were deeded as 
human private property is left unchallenged and treated 
in the quotidian modality of “normal.” Some neo-greens, 
recognizing the possibility that biophysical limits may 
have been (or might soon be) breached by human excess-
es, seek to identify and circumscribe planetary boundar-
ies for key parameters in order to sustain a global environ-
ment that provides “a safe operating space for humanity” 
to continue its onward, if reformed, march.7 

A critical mission of the neo-green agenda is to con-
tain, mitigate, adapt to, or technically solve any conse-
quences of civilization that might backfire, while essential-
ly preserving the impetus of civilization’s expansionism, 
and even celebrating its future extraterrestrial ventures.8 
The Earth’s colonization is not portrayed as the exercise of 
power over the biosphere to serve human interests (and 
especially the interests of elites), but as a sign of the hu-
man race’s godlike stature. Turning virtually the entire 
globe into “the inhabited world” showcases a superlative 
quality of the human, rather than manifesting the cumu-
lative outcome of long centuries of dominating nature by 
the lights of a human supremacist worldview. Famously, 
in the words of Stewart Brand, we are as gods,9 and—in 
the interests of keeping our planet a workable stage for our 
unfolding destiny—we have to get good at it.10   

Getting good at being god involves making the take-
over of the planet sustainable.11 To that effect one require-
ment is sound global management of natural resources. 
While the idea of “wilderness”—a conceptual and prag-
matic roadblock to such management, as well as to the le-
gitimacy of constituting nature qua resources—is tirelessly 
assailed by the neo-green platform, the concept of “natural 

resources” (and kin cultural crystallizations of the anthro-
pocentric credo) is left unpacked, as though its patently 
sensible import puts it beyond deconstructive exegesis. 

Besides sound resource management, also impera-
tive for addressing risks—such as resource depletion (for 
example, freshwater) or sink overload (for example, dan-
gerous levels of greenhouse gases)—is the deployment of 
technological inventions and solutions, with special em-
phasis on cutting-edge technologies. (Genetic engineer-
ing and geoengineering are prominent examples). The 
appeal to cutting-edge technologies accomplishes the 
double task of offering promissory notes (which, if empty, 
no one will be accountable for) and of seizing ownership 
of the future by extending the exercise of technical power 
to address problems while simultaneously avoiding re-
flection on humanity’s power-driven mode of operation 
and on the available choice of a more humble path. A pre-
dilection for the technological not only shuns wrestling 
with human planetary politics—in which everything from 
mountaintops to underground shale and from genomes to 
climate are treated as our rightful turf—but, at least tacitly, 
fortifies that planetary politics which tends to enforce its 
regime via technological means. 

Alongside sound management and technological ap-
proaches, the neo-green agenda also embraces the sur-
veillance of natural systems so as to scientifically monitor 
chemical, physical, and biological phenomena with the 
aim of maintaining or enhancing humanity’s prospects. 
These interconnected strategies (management, technol-
ogy, and surveillance) involve upgrading and fine-tuning 
the rationalization of technical means to serve human 
ends, such that current challenges, especially those which 
are civilization-threatening, can be grasped as an oppor-
tunity to veer ourselves out of danger and toward a more 
secure and greener human empire. “We can only hope,” 
according to geographer and Anthropocene proponent 
Erle Ellis, “that human systems will continue to evolve in 
their capacity to create and sustain the biosphere we want 
and need.”12 

The strategy of creating and sustaining a human-
ruled biosphere reaffirms the legitimacy of anthropocen-
trism, avoids interrogating our relationship with the bio-
sphere and its whole ensemble of life as an ethical matter, 
and resolutely eschews confronting global civilization as a 
totalitarian system on Earth. 

As alluded to above, neo-greens recast a dominant 
human presence as not-so-dire-a-prospect after all. Ac-
cording to this view, mourning the loss and depredation 
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of the wild keeps us from appreciating the beauty that is 
part of all kinds of landscapes, including human-shaped 
ones; and obsessing over the exploitation and conversion 
of the natural world leaves us unable to recognize that 
nature is resilient and constantly changing anyway. Such 
environmental revisionism redefines humanity’s impact 
as just another biogeological moment of Earth’s history—
and even a remarkable one; and it endeavors to banish the 
environmental blues by extending a more optimistic wel-
come to humanity’s decisive presence. The metaphor of 
“garden” (or of “gardened planet”) is invoked to envision 
the present and future world—tidy in some places, over-
grown in others, but still beautiful, fecund, rambunctious, 
and ever in flux. This global garden in the making will not 
be, to borrow the words of ecologist Peter Kareiva (and 
his colleagues), “a carefully manicured and rigid one” but 
instead will be a tangle of natural ecosystems along with 
lands for food production, mineral extraction, urban cen-
ters, and so on.13 The human-dominated era opening in-
definitely before us can be an epoch, in Ellis’s words, “ripe 
with human-directed opportunity.”14 It is a world that, if 
we cannot bring ourselves to embrace it, we can at least 
resign ourselves to. For “while there is nothing particu-
larly good about a planet hotter than our ancestors ever 
experienced—not to mention one free of wild forests or 
wild fish—it seems all too evident that human systems are 
prepared to adapt to and prosper in the hotter, less biodi-
verse planet that we are busily creating.”15 

The state of the world captured via the garden meta-
phor sounds innocuous enough. But to invoke a different 
metaphor from popular culture, opting for the gardened-
planet image is like taking the blue pill, instead of the red 
one, from Morpheus’s extended hand—choosing “the 
blissful ignorance of illusion over the painful truth of re-
ality.”16 The painful reality of Matrix-planet is that it will 
be chock-full of industrial agricultural checkerboards and 
grazing lands; factory farms; industrial fish-farm opera-
tions; industrial energy landscapes; theme parks and re-
sorts; highway systems, roads, and parking lots; billions 
of cars and other vehicles; and  sprawling cities, as well as 
suburban, exurban, and rural settlements; malls; landfills; 
airports; and beachfront development. Global trade and 
travel, with their 24/7 traffic of already huge quantities of 
stuff, will escalate enormously—as will the entropy of na-
ture conversion, biodiversity loss, and pollution that ac-
company them.17 The presence of humans will be palpable 
everywhere in this world devoid of any blank spots on the 
map—a world used, managed, monitored, gridded, and 

reduced to being knowable, with the map itself eventually 
turned into the territory. Thus, opting for Morpheus’s red 
pill, the planet’s ecological and existential predicament 
is plain, if painful, to see: “Gardened planet” is a euphe-
mism for colonized Earth. And humanity is not penning 
another interesting chapter of natural history, but her-
alding the end of a sublime one—so long as we stay the 
course toward a coming world of 9, 10, or more billion 
people, running a global capitalist economy, and govern-
ing by the conceit that this planet is human real estate. To 
paraphrase author John Gray, the horror we should flee 
is making such a humanized world in which humans en-
counter only reflections of themselves.18   

The view that humanity is an integral part of Earth’s 
natural history, and that through our unique powers 
we are creating new expressions of nature, is a standard 
thread in the neo-green literature. This perspective on our 
shaping of the biosphere naturalizes the human impact—
and usually in an offhanded manner: Because what is the 
human presence, after all, if not a manifestation of nature? 
According to environmental author Emma Marris, for 
example, since we know that ecosystems are never static, 
“this means that novel [anthropogenic or human-influ-
enced] ecosystems, far from being a new phenomenon, 
simply represent the latest changes on a dynamic Earth.”19 
Similarly, environmental journalist Fred Pearce asserts 
that constant change is a natural aspect of the world; “hu-
mans may have dramatically speeded that up, but novelty 
is the norm.”20 

And yet, the tack of naturalizing humanity’s impact is 
profoundly contestable, because people (at both an indi-
vidual and a cultural level) are capable of engaging in very 
different kinds of relationship with nonhuman nature 
and the Earth. I submit that far from humanity’s impact 
being “natural,” its character supervenes from a species-
supremacist, actionable belief system that only recently 
has a minority of human beings awakened to and recoiled 
from. With respect to Western civilization—now domi-
nating human affairs—from classical antiquity, through 
Judeo-Christian theology, to dominant strands of mod-
ern scientific and political thought, its intellectual canon 
and legacy have been overwhelmingly anthropocentric.21 
Anthropocentrism (or human supremacy) has shaped the 
dominant culture and has both orchestrated and legiti-
mated a plundering human behavior toward the natural 
world.22 Such human behavior can be regarded as “natu-
ral” only by espousing a hard-core neo-Darwinian view of 
life as ruthless, competitive, and fundamentally self-cen-
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tered. But this Western, pseudo-scientific view is narrow 
and suspiciously self-serving, and thus cogent only as an 
ideology and not a comprehensive empirical representa-
tion of the nature of life.

More than fallacious, naturalizing our planetary 
takeover is an unwitting form of myth-making, fully in-
tertwined with the neo-green elevation of the human to 
godlike status and with its ardent desire to christen a slice 
of geological time after anthropos. Mythmaking is integral 
to the human imagination, yet this currently propounded 
mythology is but the latest spin on humanistic narcissism; 
it is a mythology we would be wise to exorcise. Natural-
izing the disfigurement and impoverishment of the bio-
sphere—and simultaneously elevating this particular ef-
fect as stemming from humanity’s power to create new 
expressions of nature—is a move accomplished by de-
historicizing the human: “The history of the concept of 
man is never examined. Everything occurs as if the sign 
‘man’ has no origin, no historical, cultural, or linguistic 
limit.”23 To inquire into humanity’s anthropocentric mode 
of operation as socio- and psycho-historically constituted 
is to disclose that it is merely one constructed meaning of 
the human; such disclosure opens a horizon within which 
we become free to shift into the work of recreating our-
selves and our way of life on Earth. This is a horizon of 
human freedom that cannot be forfeited without severely 
contracting the very scope of what it means to be human. 

We are in danger of losing the freedom to remake 
ourselves as a compassionate and integral planetary mem-
ber, if we embrace the pitch that humanity’s identity as 
planetary overlord is natural. 

  

Concerning the neo-green appeal  
to the priority of social justice 

It is neither facile analogy nor rhetorical ploy to urge 
questioning anthropocentrism in the same spirit of inqui-
ry and conscience that Caucasian-centeredness has been 
challenged. Human species supremacy and white racial 
supremacy are profoundly similar and, in fact, overlap-
ping systems of thought. White supremacy drew its power 
from claims of racial superiority that were perceived as 
entirely commonsensical; moreover, to secure its hegemo-
ny, it leaned into the even more “obvious” reality of hu-
man supremacy over all other species by portraying non-
Caucasian races as akin to “lower forms of life” (especially 
animals such as apes and insects). Inequalities between 
human groups, on the one hand, and the grand hierarchy 

of the human–nonhuman, on the other, have always been 
enmeshed, mutually supportive frameworks.24 

The neo-green perspective alleges concern about in-
equities between people and about the lot of the world’s 
poor. At the same time, it leaves standing the received hi-
erarchy between humans and nonhuman nature—refus-
ing to examine the troubled relationship between people 
and the natural world through the lens of justice. Issues 
of justice are reserved (in the time-honored Western in-
tellectual tradition) for the human domain, and matters 
of social justice (the gap between the consumer classes 
and the poor) are judged as most immediately pressing. 
Environmental author Paul Hawken recently voiced the 
perspective of the primacy of social justice with the fol-
lowing appeal: “There is no question that the environ-
mental movement is critical to our survival. Our house 
is literally burning, and it is only logical that environ-
mentalists expect the social justice movement to get on 
the environmental bus. But it is the other way around; the 
only way we are going to put out the fire is to get on the 
social justice bus and heal our wounds.”25 Kareiva and his 
colleagues pursue a similar thread of reasoning: “Most 
people worldwide (regardless of culture) welcome the op-
portunities that development provides to improve lives of 
grinding poverty. . . . Conservation should seek to support 
and inform the right kind of development—development 
by design, done with the importance of nature to thriving 
economies foremost in mind.”26 Environmental analysts 
Michael Shellenberger and Ted Nordhaus are optimis-
tic about the prospects: “By 2100, nearly all of us will be 
prosperous enough to live healthy, free, and creative lives. 
Despite the claims of Malthusian pessimists, that world is 
both economically and ecologically possible. But to real-
ize it, and to save what remains of the Earth’s ecological 
heritage, we must once and for all embrace human power, 
technology, and the larger process of modernization.”27 

What such analyses choose to ignore is that poverty 
has long been a social reality arising from civilization’s 
peculiar relationship with the natural world: namely, of 
viewing nature as a container of coveted resources that 
can be appropriated (through the exercise of some form 
of power or other) for the creation of what we have come 
to call wealth. From time immemorial, just as today, the 
underclass and the powerless have been forcibly limited 
from accessing resources for their own material advan-
tage. It is thus injustice toward the more-than-human 
world—stripping it of its intrinsic being and value, and 
turning it into being-for and value-for people (“resourc-



PTOLEMAIC ENVIRONMENTALISM      7

es”)—that constitutes the foundation of social injustice 
and inequality. 

Yet that foundation remains largely invisible, because 
a critical dimension of humanity’s self-awarded entitle-
ment to use nature as we will has also been to make it taboo 
to regard our relationship with the natural world as having 
anything to do with matters of justice or injustice. Thus 
the anthropocentric credo, today buoyed along through 
such ideas as “resources,” “natural capital,” “ecological ser-
vices,” “working landscapes,” and the like—ideas specifi-
cally indebted to the erasure of any intrinsic modality (on-
tological or evaluative) of the nonhuman realm—is left 
untouched, as is its plainly colonialist vocabulary. At the 
same time, the solution to social injustice is portrayed as 
the “democratic” (ever the buzzword) sharing of planetary 
loot, loot described more politely through such common-
place concepts as those listed above. The poor will be lifted 
from their dire plight, so goes the promise, as the natural 
world becomes sustainably degraded for the benefit of all 
people. But as I now turn to argue, the problem with this 
solution to social injustice is that it will not work; and if it 
were to work, it could hardly be called justice. 

Social relations between people do not transpire in 
a vacuum, despite the cult of humanity’s long-cultivated 
fancy that the natural world is a stage for the grand show 
of human affairs. It is within the context of the dominant 
relationship between humanity and Earth that social rela-
tions have become constituted as material, normative, and 
historical realities. As long as the living world is construed 
as a suite of resources to be seized or converted, human 
relations will tend to manifest the corollaries of this ma-
terialized belief: There will be competition, exploitation, 
corruption, struggle for access and control, posturing, and 
conflict over all manner of resources. Systematic distor-
tions of human relations are inextricably coupled with 
the resourcist mindset—they are supported and inflamed 
by the relentlessly enacted regard of the natural world as 
a domain-to-be-used for human profit or advancement. 
The source of the disparity between the haves and the 
have-nots thus lies in the conception-cum-treatment of 
Earth’s living beings and nonliving things as resources—a 
corrupt concept which continues to masquerade as mere-
ly a descriptive word. 

While its pervasiveness normalizes it, it is worth in-
vestigating what kind of relationship to the biosphere this 
word signals. “Resources” is an abstraction for referring 
to a multitude of things in the living and nonliving world, 
while referring, as such, to nothing in particular: Simply 

put, it is a placeholder for designating the natural world in 
terms of its disposability for human needs, wants, desires, 
and whims. Thus, while seemingly an objective referent to 
things (oil, fish, soil, freshwater, and so on), the concept of 
resources reconfigures the natural world in terms of how 
it is usable, thereby entirely bypassing, and via its cease-
less use erasing, nature’s intrinsic standing—both as being 
and as value. Indeed, “natural resources” blocks human 
thought from seeing the natural world in its intrinsic light. 
“Resources” is thus a linguistic accompaniment of the as-
sault on and excessive exploitation of the natural world. 
The transfiguration of the natural world into resources has 
come to shape human thought and action at such an en-
compassing level that people largely perceive the natural 
world through this single framework: of how it is usable 
and/or profitable. 

In a world thus diminished, enslaved, or otherwise 
turned into means for human ends, social justice is prag-
matically all but unachievable, because people (as well as 
entities such as corporations and states which are run, and 
embraced, by people) will inexorably be incited to do what 
it takes to possess the useful or money-spinning means: 
land, freshwater, territory, fisheries, fur, genes, oil, coal, nat-
ural gas, uranium, timber, wildlife (dead or alive), livestock, 
metals, and minerals. As long as these means remain the 
perceived conduit toward wealth, privilege, and the good 
life, the goal of social justice is likely to remain elusive. 

But assume for the sake of argument that social jus-
tice is achievable on a planet of resources—a planet used, 
managed, and engineered to be productive for human be-
ings. Let’s posit, along these lines, that humanity recog-
nizes the folly of the unequal distribution of resources and 
decides to share the so-called commonwealth (the mod-
ern equivalent of the oecumene) fairly among all people. 
This thought experiment discloses the second reason that 
social justice is untenable without a radically new relation-
ship between humanity and the more-than-human-world. 
Consider the following analogy: that Adolf Hitler had won 
the war and the Third Reich achieved global rule. People 
of Nordic descent established their dominion, while “in-
ferior human stock” was exterminated, assimilated, or put 
to work; the Aryan race succeeded in founding its Golden 
Age, with its members enjoying, more or less equitably, 
all the amenities of the good life. Now map this thought 
experiment onto the achievement of a just world for all 
humans (regardless of race, ethnicity, class, caste, religion, 
gender, etc.), within a civilization built upon the subordi-
nation of the Earth’s nonhumans and the appropriation of 
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their oecumene (a.k.a. the wild)—a human world that, in 
order “to raise all ships,” required the unavoidable side ef-
fects of (mass?) extinction, global ecological depredation, 
and techno-managerial planetary oversight; required, in a 
word, an occupied planet. Does this scenario not describe 
a victorious Human Reich—with all its members partak-
ing equitably of the world’s resources? Regarding such an 
advent of social justice, one might justifiably ask: What 
could the idea of justice possibly even mean at that point?

Social justice is not achievable as long as the natural 
world continues to be stripped of its intrinsic standing and 
reconfigured as a collection of resources. By virtue of the 
sorts of entities they are, resources not only encourage but 
also largely create the acquisitive mindset that undergirds 
human conflict, corruption, and injustice.28 On the other 
hand, should people achieve greater material equity—
while sustaining the anthropocentric representation of na-
ture as made-for-humans—then social justice will come to 
pass at the price of planetary colonization, thereby evacu-
ating the very concept of justice of any meaningful sense. 

Earth is the origin and irreplaceable field of all hu-
man experience, the all-encompassing context of social 
life. Humanity’s rupture from the Earth community along 
with humanity’s takeover of the planet as an instrumen-
tal totality of objects-and-services-for-human-use have 
pathologized the human psyche in a way that will likely 
continue to prevent the healing of intra-human conflict. 
The ground for social justice and world peace is literally 
missing without Earth respected and restored as a living 
world and the rejection of the received hierarchy between 
humans and the rest of nature. Let us be clear about the 
magnitude of what is called for: the relinquishment of our 
fabricated, special and privileged identity. 

It is a matter of becoming receptive to an idea whose 
time has come: that the Earth is not made for people, any 
more than it was made for the universe to frame itself 
around and for planetary bodies to circumambulate.  

Saving the phenomena or  
revolutionary transformation? 

The development of Ptolemaic astronomy originated 
around the time that the idea of oecumene had become 
pervasive; it offered a powerful model of the workings 
of the heavens that ruled people’s understanding of the 
universe, and of Earth’s place within it, for fourteen hun-
dred years. A geocentric image was the unquestionable 
core of Ptolemaic astronomy—supported by the apparent 

nature of the phenomena, namely, the seeming motion 
of planets, Moon, and Sun and the seeming stillness of 
the Earth. But since the Ptolemaic picture corresponded 
poorly with actual astronomical reality (as opposed to a 
perceived and promulgated geocentric reality) problems 
with the model’s predictions emerged and accumulated. 
These problems had to be solved—and so they were, but 
not by abandoning the geocentric picture and inquiring 
into alternatives. Instead, corrective mechanisms were af-
fixed to the Ptolemaic model, such as “epicycles” which 
posited additional circular movements to a planet’s stan-
dard Earth orbit (thus explaining that planet’s “retrograde 
movement”). A number of corrective mechanisms (epicy-
cles being but one) were able to explain—for a while—dis-
crepancies between the dearly-held-onto geocentric mod-
el and actual observations.29 As a consequence, over time, 
Ptolemaic astronomy became complicated and cumber-
some, a proverbial Byzantine edifice, continuously recon-
structed to sustain the Earth-centered gestalt and save the 
phenomena. But after a millennium and a half of laboring 
to make it hold, the central location of the Planet of the 
Humans had to be abandoned.

Neo-green environmentalism is holding onto its own 
version of Ptolemaic astronomy, namely, the core belief 
in the rightfulness or inevitability of a human-governed 
planet. Even as faith in human rule has soured, with 
oceans, forests, rivers, grasslands, species, and climate 
sacrificed to its bogus altar, the neo-green perspective 
seeks to add epicycle after epicycle to the model of hu-
man governance to keep it in place: nuclear power, bio-
fuels, carbon capture and storage, and so forth to help 
stabilize levels of greenhouse gases; genetic engineering 
of crops and animals to solve the food crisis, the nitro-
gen and phosphorus overload, freshwater shortfalls, or 
what-have-you; geoengineering to cope with possible 
climate disruption, and eventually repurposed to adjust 
Earth’s thermostat to favorable settings; desalinization 
projects and massive wind, hydropower, and photovol-
taic industrial operations to continue funneling water 
and sustainable energy to many billions of people; placing 
monetary values on biodiversity and ecosystem services, 
so the market might safeguard some remaining natural 
areas; “de-extinction” projects and synthetic biology for 
the supposed instatement of human-made biological di-
versity sometime in the future; and efficient management 
and recycling to keep the flow of raw materials feeding 
a globalized industrialism. In other words, whatever it 
takes, so that the planetary authority of the human need 
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not be confronted. The neo-green perspective would have 
us (enthusiastically or reluctantly) embrace a world that is 
massively complicated, mega-technological, engineered, 
risk-tending, used, biologically impoverished, overpopu-
lated, and filled with (equitably shared) consumer stuff. 
The sole virtue of such a world is that it saves the histori-
cally bequeathed phenomenon of human rule. 

There exists another path into the future, one which 
is more elegant, more beautiful, more ethical, and more 
becoming of the human spirit: on this path, wild nature—
terrestrial and marine—is reinstated as the unbroken, 
rich-in-life tapestry within which human communities 
thrive in integration with their inhabited bioregions. 

Humanity must move out of the center and let the Earth 
and its whole community of life flourish there. Moving 
out of the center means scaling back humanity’s presence 
enormously: humanely reducing global population to a 
far lower level than it presently is; ending overproduction 
and the excesses of global trade; ending industrial food 
production, along with its ecological, ethical, environ-
mental, and public health horrors; and ceasing to stifle the 
freedom and creative powers of nature by playing Lord 
Man. Perhaps most fundamentally, moving out of the cen-
ter means disowning the human supremacy complex—its 
blindness to the stupendous intrinsic power of the natural 
world and to the madness of its own heart.
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