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International Symposium on Anthropocene Studies, 2019 

Keynote #1 - Will Steffen (Australian National University) 

 

The Anthropocene: Risks of the Human Epoch 

 

The concept of the Anthropocene - and indeed the term “Anthropocene”-  arose from the Earth System science 

community nearly two decades ago. While research in the Earth System science and geological communities has 

continued to refine and sharpen the scientific definition of the Anthropocene, the concept has exploded onto the 

scene in the social sciences and humanities, and in the public in general. Debates rage about the origins, meaning 

and the future trajectory of the Anthropocene. The accelerating changes to the Earth System pose serious risks to 

the future of human societies as well as to the rest of life on Earth. The climate system is changing rapidly and 

could tip onto an irreversible ‘Hothouse Earth’ trajectory, while the biosphere is likely headed toward the sixth 

great extinction event in its long history. With these trajectories threatening to accelerate out of human control, 

young people are rising up to demand change. The student strikes of 15 March and 20 September 2019 are 

sending a clear message that the risks of the current Anthropocene trajectory are unacceptable to the next 

generation. Steering the Earth System onto a safer pathway is clearly our ultimate challenge in the 21st century, and 

although the challenge is immense and time is running out, the framework for a more equitable, sustainable world 

is beginning to emerge.       

 

 

Will Steffen is an Earth System scientist. He is a Councillor on the publicly-funded Climate Council of Australia 

that delivers independent expert information about climate change, an Emeritus Professor at the Australian 

National University (ANU); Canberra, a Senior Fellow at the Stockholm Resilience Centre, Sweden; and a Fellow 

at the Beijer Institute of Ecological Economics, Stockholm. He is the chair of the jury for the Volvo Environment 

Prize; a member of the International Advisory Board for the Centre for Collective Action Research, Gothenburg 

University, Sweden; and a member of the Anthropocene Working Group of the Sub-committee on Quaternary 

Stratigraphy.   

From 1998 to mid-2004, Steffen was Executive Director of the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme, 

based in Stockholm. His research interests span a broad range within climate and Earth System science, with an 

emphasis on incorporation of human processes in Earth System modelling and analysis; and on sustainability and 

climate change. 
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International Symposium on Anthropocene Studies, 2019 

Session #1 Knowledges – Mark Williams [with Jan Zalasiewicz] (University of Leicester) 

 

A Profoundly Human-Modified Biosphere and Its Implications for Well-being 

 

Most species on Earth have ecological ranges defined by factors such as latitudinal changes in surface temperature 

and rainfall, or geographical isolation. These patterns have evolved over millions, sometimes tens of millions of 

years. This natural pattern is being overprinted by the actions of Homo sapiens, which has made the whole Earth its 

ecological range. The human ancestral pattern of gradually increasing influence on the Earth can be traced in the 

stratigraphic record for nearly 3 million years, as a time transgressive pattern beginning in Africa, and gradually 

extending throughout the whole world. However, in its later and more pervasive stages, particularly from the mid 

to late 20th century onwards, it provides intercontinental patterns of species distributions with clearly identifiable 

signatures that may help to define a geological boundary for the Anthropocene. Moreover, these patterns identify 

a profoundly human-modified biosphere, one marked by the unsustainable consumption of resources that may 

lead to a major perturbation of the Earth System. Will the future geological record of the Anthropocene be 

marked by biotic extinction, followed by survival and recovery phases that will persist over several million years? 

Or will humans modify their activities to secure a genuinely sustainable future for all of the co-habiting organisms 

on Earth?  

 

 

Mark Williams is a Professor of Palaeobiology at Leicester University in the UK. He is interested in the 

evolution of the biosphere, especially its current trajectory of change in the Anthropocene. With Jan Zalasiewicz 

he has been involved in Anthropocene research for over a decade, as a long-time member and former secretary of 

the Anthropocene Working Group. Mark has penned three popular science books with Jan, The Goldilocks 

Planet (2012), Ocean Worlds (2014), and Skeletons, the frame of life (2018). He is currently working with Jan on a 

new book that examines the state of the biosphere, and with Jan and Julia Adeney Thomas (of the University of 

Notre Dame) he has co-authored a book on the Anthropocene (to be published in 2020). 

 

Jan Zalasiewicz is Professor of Paleobiology at the University of Leicester.  A field geologist, palaeontologist and 

stratigrapher, he teaches geology and Earth history to undergraduate and postgraduate students, researches into 

fossil ecosystems and environments across half a billion years of geological time, and has written popular science 

books such as The Earth After Us, The Planet in a Pebble and (with Mark Williams) The Goldilocks Planet and 

Ocean Worlds.  He currently chairs the Anthropocene Working Group of the International Commission on 

Stratigraphy. 
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Session #1 Knowledges – Liangcheng Tan (Chinese Academy of Sciences) 

 

Absolutely-Dated Speleothem in Anthropocene Studies 

 

Stalagmite is a kind of secondary carbonate which is deposited in karst cave. It is an ideal terrestrial archive for 

Quaternary climate and environment reconstruction because it is highly-resolved, continuously-deposited, 

accurately-dated, and contains multiple proxies. Here we studied the Pb isotope and Pb content variations in 

stalagmite Tk-131 from southern Thailand over the past 200 years. The results show two peak 206Pb/207Pb values 

(both ~1.20), corresponding to low Pb content, during the periods of 1850s-1890s and 1930s-1950s, which may 

recorded two sand storm events coming from Northwest China. Pb variations in the stalagmite during other 

period were mainly influenced by human activities in the upper wind region. Coal combustion in Australia and 

Southeast Asia may cause the 206Pb/207Pb ratios decreased and the Pb content increased during 1950s-1970s. Since 

the 1970s, coal-related lead emission in southern Asia started to increase with the majority coal imported from 

high-206Pb-content regions. This resulted in the increasing of 206Pb/207Pb and Pb content in our stalagmite. After 

the 1990s, 206Pb/207Pb remarkably increased with decreased Pb content in the stalagmite. We ascribe this change 

to the reduced light lead isotope input because of the forbidden of ethyl petrol and the environmental protection 

measures. Our result indicate stalagmite is a reliable archive to trace anthropogenic Pb input.  

 

 

Liangcheng Tan is a full professor of Institute of Earth Environment, Chinese Academy of Science (IEECAS). 

Currently, his research interests include high-resolution climate proxies in speleothems, historical climate change, 

Holocene climate change, impacts and human adaption, Anthropocene environment change. His research regions 

include China, South Asia, Southeast Asia and central Asia. So far, he has published more than 50 papers on 

PNAS, EPSL, Geology, QSR, etc., which have gotten more than 1700 citations. Some of them have been selected 

as Highlight Paper of Nature and the Cover Paper of QR, and reported by well-known media in China and 

abroad, including BBC, New York Times, News Week, etc.. 
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International Symposium on Anthropocene Studies, 2019 

Session #1 Knowledges – Kim Fortun (UC Irvine) 

 

Analytics for the Anthropocene: Late Industrial Strategies 

 

“Late industrialism” refers to both a historical period (since the mid-1980s) and an analytic framework that draws 

out ways environmental vulnerabilities and harms are produced through tight coupling of  historically sedimented 

socio-technical, political-economic, eco-atmospheric, cultural and discursive systems. Like conceptualizations of  

Risk Society, the Anthropocene, and a just transition from Brown to Green Economies, late industrialism is both 

empirical and evaluative, drawing out system dynamics and violences -- with special attention to cultural 

dimensions.  In this presentation, I’ll draw from long-running ethnographic research on environmental disaster 

(fast and slow) to describe the dynamics of  late industrialism and how it challenges knowledge production and 

governance.  I’ll also suggest ways forward, calling for new research designs, collaborations and social contracts. 

 

 

Kim Fortun is a Professor and Department Chair in the University of  California Irvine’s Department of  

Anthropology.  Her research and teaching focus on environmental risk and disaster, data practices and politics, 

and experimental ethnographic methods and research design.  Her research has examined how people in different 

geographic and organizational contexts understand environmental problems, uneven distributions of  

environmental health risks, developments in the environmental health sciences, and factors that contribute to 

disaster vulnerability.  Fortun’s book Advocacy After Bhopal Environmentalism, Disaster, New World Orders was awarded 

the 2003 Sharon Stephens Prize by the American Ethnological Society.  From 2005-2010, Fortun co-edited the 

Journal of  Cultural Anthropology. Currently, Fortun is working on a book titled Late Industrialism: Making Environmental 

Sense, on The Asthma Files, a collaborative project to understand how air pollution and environmental public health 

are dealt with in different contexts, and on design of  the Platform for Experimental and Collaborative 

Ethnography (PECE), an open source/access digital platform for anthropological and historical research.  Fortun 

also runs the EcoEd Research Group, which turns ethnographic findings about environmental problems into 

curriculum delivered to young students (kindergarten-grade 12), and is helping organize both the Disaster-STS 

Research Network, and the Research Data Alliance’s Digital Practices in History and Ethnography Interest Group.   

Fortun co-edits a book series for University of  Pennsylvania Press titled Critical Studies in Risk and Disaster, 

designed to connect academic research to public problems and policy, reaching audiences in different regions of  

the world.  September 2017- 2019, Fortun served as President of  the Society for Social Studies of  Science, the 

international scholarly society representing the field of  Science and Technology Studies.  
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International Symposium on Anthropocene Studies, 2019 

Session #1 Knowledges – Marianna Dudley (University of Bristol) 

 

Unsettling: Anthropocene Lessons for Inter/Disciplinary Thinking 

 

The Anthropocene is, at its heart, an unsettling concept. Through understandings of scale, timespan, and impacts 

it seeks to unsettle humanity’s reluctance or refusal to assess the impacts of the human presence on the planet. By 

doing so, the concept provokes the possibility of action. It also unsettles disciplinary boundaries, drawing the 

physical sciences, social sciences, arts and humanities together in cross-disciplinary cooperation to establish the 

intellectual foundations for the concept and speak its truths to wide audiences. But what about when we introduce 

the Anthropocene to the classroom? What unsettling does (and can) it do? How do students react to the scope of 

the project? Can we develop productive strategies through teaching to harness the unsettling power of the 

Anthropocene as a concept, in order to inform and strengthen our own research and engagement with it? This 

paper will draw on the author’s experience of teaching the Anthropocene to Humanities and History students to 

consider how we integrate academic research and teaching around the Anthropocene, actively working with its 

unsettling prospects in order to avoid the disaster of dis-engagement and inaction. It will draw on recent 

discussions of the implication of the Anthropocene to the study of history, and offer some provocations on the 

rethinking of disciplinary priorities in the wake of planetary change.  

 

 

Marianna Dudley is an environmental historian at the University of Bristol. Her research has moved from 

explorations of military environmentalism (Environmental History of the UK Defence Estate, 1945-present; Bloomsbury, 

2012), to histories of water and infrastructure, and particularly the rise of wind and wave energy. Her work on 

wind power in mid-twentieth century Britain highlights the development of ‘alternative’ energy sources by state 

and industry within the broader context of welfare provision, economic recovery, and energy policy planning (see, 

‘Limits of Power: Wind Energy, Orkney and the post-war British State, Twentieth Century British History [2019]). She 

leads the Bristol Centre for Environmental Humanities, and regularly works with scientists and artists to bring 

environmental issues and stories to public attention.  

  



7 
 

International Symposium on Anthropocene Studies, 2019 

Session #2 Memories – Gabrielle Hecht (Stanford University) 

 

Inside-Out Earth: Residues of the Anthropocene in Africa 

 

We are turning our planet inside out, releasing molecules and materials long trapped in the earth. Mining 

conglomerates descend kilometers underground to extract metals that power electronics, making mountains of 

unwanted rocks. Dredgers scoop sand from sea beds to terraform military bases and luxury islands. Offshore oil 

erupts, leaks, flows, combusts. All that was buried melts into air, seeps into waterways, settles on soils, and 

penetrates bodies. 

   But who is “we”? While the Anthropocene continually inscribes itself in all our bodies – we all have endocrine 

disruptors, microplastics, and other toxic things chugging through our metabolisms – it manifests differently in 

different bodies. Those differences, along with the histories that generated them, matter a great deal. This talk digs 

into the entangled residues of mining, apartheid, and contemporary inequalities on South Africa’s Rand plateau, 

which encompasses Johannesburg, Soweto, and hundreds of kilometers of abandoned mine tunnels. How do 

toxic residues inflect politics in the “hollow Rand”? 

 

 

Gabrielle Hecht teaches at Stanford University, where she is the Frank Stanton Foundation Professor of Nuclear 

Security at the Center for International Security and Cooperation, as well as Professor of History and Professor 

(by courtesy) of Anthropology. Her current research explores radioactive residues, mine waste, air pollution, and 

the Anthropocene in Africa. These interests are coalescing into a book of essays, provisionally titled Inside-Out 

Earth: Residual Governance Under Extreme Conditions. The first of these have appeared in Cultural Anthropology, Aeon, 

and elsewhere. 

   Hecht’s 2012 book Being Nuclear: Africans and the Global Uranium Trade offers new perspectives on the global 

nuclear order by focusing on African uranium mines and miners. It received awards in history, sociology, STS, 

African studies, and general humanities, and has been translated into French and (soon) Japanese. Her first book, 

The Radiance of France (1998/2009), explores how the French embedded nuclear policy in reactor technology, and 

nuclear culture in reactor operations. It received awards in French history and the history of technology. 

   Before rejoining Stanford in 2017, Hecht taught in the University of Michigan’s History department for eighteen 

years. While there, she helped to found and direct the Program in Science, Technology, and Society (STS), and 

served as associate director of the African Studies Center. She holds a PhD in History and Sociology of Science 

from the University of Pennsylvania (1992), and a bachelor’s degree in Physics from MIT (1986). She’s been a 

visiting scholar at universities in Australia, France, the Netherlands, Norway, South Africa, and Sweden. She 

serves on numerous advisory boards, including for the Andra, France’s national radioactive waste management 

agency. 

https://culanth.org/articles/936-interscalar-vehicles-for-an-african-anthropocene
https://aeon.co/essays/if-we-talk-about-hurting-our-planet-who-exactly-is-the-we
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Session #2 Memories – Agung Wardana (Universitas Gadjah Mada) 

 

The Limits of Governance: Indonesia in the Anthropocene 

 

Indonesia has been considered as a mega-biodiversity country and ‘the lung of the earth’. However, over several 

decades the surface of the country has changed rapidly to pursue economic development forging to ecological 

disaster. Forested areas have been transformed into monoculture plantation while rivers and seas have been waste 

dumping sites. Human-induced disasters, including forest fires, floods and landslides, have also been more 

common. More recently, facing ecological crisis, especially water crisis, air pollution, land subsidence and over-

population, the capital city has been planned to move from Jakarta to Borneo Island, the heart of biodiversity in 

the country. Taking together, the current phenomena in Indonesia should be seen as a part of a bigger picture of 

the Anthropocene, a human epoch at the global scale. This paper aims at discussing the Anthropocene within the 

policy contexts of Indonesia. It will show how in a fragmented global order the ways in which we can understand 

to this epoch in legal studies are by examining the global-local interactions through which the state, as a remaining 

the single most important institution, responds to it within its territorial boundaries and beyond.  

 

 

Agung Wardana is an Assistant Professor at Environmental Law Department, Faculty of Law, Universitas 

Gadjah Mada, Indonesia. He holds a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) from Asia Research Center, Murdoch 

University, Australia, and a Master of Laws (LLM) in Environmental Law from the University of Nottingham, the 

UK. He is the author of Contemporary Bali: Contested Space and Governance (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019) and his articles 

have been appeared in, among others, Australian Journal of Asian Law, Asia-Pacific Journal of Environmental 

Law, as well as the Asia Pacific Journal of Anthropology. He can be reached at <made.wardana@ugm.ac.id> 
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Session #2 Memories – Buhm Soon Park (KAIST) 

 
How Geopolitics Meets Geohistory: The DMZ as an Emblem of the East Asian Anthropocene 
 
East Asia has a unique place in Anthropocene history. It is the only region in the globe where human-targeted 
atomic bombs were ever dropped. It includes a country where more-than-imaginary Cold War confrontations are 
still part of living. And it is the area where the world’s major greenhouse gas emitters are located together. How 
can we weave these things together? This paper suggests that we take a look at the Korean Demilitarized Zone 
(DMZ) for a clue. It will show (1) that DMZ is not simply an outcome of the nascent Cold War conflicts but an 
idea discussed and practiced between imperial powers since the late nineteenth century (e.g., between China and 
Japan, Russia and Japan, and the Soviet Union and the U.S.); (2) that, for this reason, DMZ is deeply intertwined 
with the historical processes of modernization and Westernization in Japan, China, and Korea often under the 

banner of “Rich Nation, Strong Army” (富國强兵, 부국강병), which has spurred the development of science and 

technology for industrialization and militarization; and (3) that DMZ is an a politically-motivated anthropogenic 
partition line on the land, and yet, ironically, it has become a place where nature takes over through rewilding. My 
argument is that the Anthropocene looks different from East Asia, in which the modernity has produced both its 
victims and fast-learners, the colonized and the colonizer, the “climate villains” and the largest solar panel 
producers.  
 
 
Buhm Soon Park teaches at KAIST (Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology), where he is 
Professor at the Graduate School of Science, Technology, and Policy and Director of the Center for 
Anthropocene Studies. Trained in history of science, he has a deep-seated interest in policy issues at the 
intersection between science, technology, medicine, public health, and law. His current research explores the 
Anthropocene in East Asia, focusing on the broad interpretation of the nature-culture hybrid in the Cold War 
context. He has been studying the cultural and ethical dimension of biotechnology and data-collection, examining 
the practice of “informed consent” in clinical trials and biobank projects in Korea and the commodification of 
“informatized self” and privacy in the post-genomic age. He is a co-author of Basic Science in Society: Institute for Basic 
Science and the New Ecology of Knowledge (2016) and has several publications on the history of the U.S. National 
Institutes of Health (NIH).  His publications include numerous articles on the history of quantum chemistry, 
which explores chemical pedagogy, computational imperatives, and visual representation. He spent several years at 
the NIH as a DeWitt Stetten, Jr., fellow in the history of biomedical sciences, and was a senior visiting research 
fellow at Harvard Kennedy School’s STS program. 
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Session #2 Memories – Michael M. J. Fischer (MIT) 

 

Scratching at the Anthropocene 

 

How might we think about the Anthropocene in the meantime, in our visceral nervous systems and mindful 

consciousness, in inner and outer space, and in different modes of social organization?  In time: in taking our time 

and projecting in time to the 2030s when we are supposed to have manned missions to Mars, and further on into 

the next century.  In body and mind: how might we anticipate the changes in our nervous systems, our ecologies, 

our microbiomes, our companion species as we retreat from the coasts inland, expand into the sea, and venture 

into space, growing beyond our current digital data exhausts.  In space: we know astronauts lose bone and muscle 

mass, and develop eye problems.  How will the body adapt and change on long space flights?  In communities: 

how might we redesign our societies and cultures to transition to futures that will not look like the past?  What is 

the anthropology to come?  Are there useful premonitions in the dialogues between ethnographies, literature, film 

and paintings?  Drawing on recent fieldwork in Asia in the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami, the 2011 Fukushima 

Daiichi radiation release, and other indices of climate warming, I reflect upon anthropologies to come in the 

cosmic order of the Zoroastrian amshaspands: sky, water, earth, plant, animal, humans, and fire.   

 

 

Michael M. J. Fischer is Andrew W. Mellon Professor in the Humanities, and Professor of Anthropology and 

Science and Technology Studies at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and Lecturer, Department of 

Global Health and Social Medicine at the Harvard Medical School; and P.I. for Social Science and Humanities at 

International Design Center of  the Singapore University of Technology and Design.  He has worked in Jamaica, 

Iran, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.  He is the author of Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution; Anthropology as 

Cultural Critique (with George E. Marcus); Debating Muslims: Cultural Dialogues in Postmodernity and Tradition (with 

Mehdi Abedi); Emergent Forms of Life and the Anthropological Voice; Mute Dreams, Blind Owls, and Dispersed Knowledges: 

Persian Poesis in the Transnational Circuitry; Anthropological Futures; Anthropology in the Meantime; and is co-editor with 

Byron Good, Sarah Willen, and Mary-Jo DelVecchio Good, A Reader in Medical Anthropology: Theoretical Trajectories, 

Emergent Realities.  

   His most recent essays include: "The Pedagogical Work of Film for Technology Disaster Studies: Reassessing 

Fukushima through Film"; "Third Spaces and Ethnography in the Anthropocene"; “Biopolis: Asian Science in the 

Global Circuitry”; “A Tale of Two Genome Institutes: Qualitative Networks, Charismatic Voices, and R&D 

Strategies: Biopolis [Singapore] and BGI [Shenzhen]”; “Ethnography for Ageing Societies: Dignity, Cultural 

Genres, and Singapore’s Imagined Futures”; “Theorizing STS from Asia: Towards an STS Multi-scale Bioecology 

Framework”; “Anthropological STS in Asia”; “Silver Tsunami – Paradigm Shift –New Urban Creativity”; etc. 
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Special Session – Tim Schütz (UC Irvine) 

 

Archiving for the Anthropocene 

 

This paper will explore the civic media and data infrastructure needed to steward the Anthropocene at different 

scales (from the local to the regional to the transnational). My focus will be on questions raised in experiments run 

within the Quotidian Anthropocenes project. The Quotidian Anthropocenes project, sponsored by Haus der 

Kulturen der Welt and Max Planck for the History of Science Berlin, includes four main components: Field 

Campuses, the River School Open Seminar, digital archives and an advocacy project. In this presentation I will 

share short films focused on our Field Campus in St. Louis, USA (March 2019) and New Orleans, USA 

(September 2019). These films both document our practice and draw out local scenarios that call for civic media 

and data infrastructure. The presentation will include an open call for collaboration, encouraging audience 

members to take the project tactics home, host Field Campuses, and join the on-going archiving, analytic, 

networking and political effort. 

 

 

Tim Schütz is a graduate student in Cultural Anthropology at the University of California Irvine. His current 

research focuses on civic data infrastructures, archiving and environmental advocacy in response to “the 

Anthropocene” broadly conceived. He co-developed the research project Quotidian Anthropocenes and 

participates in the UCI Center for Ethnography’s project Visualizing Toxic Subjects. He is also a member of the 

design group for the Platform for Collaborative Experimental Ethnography (PECE). In 2017, his ethnographic 

study of free wireless network activism in German refugee camps received the DARIAH-DE DH Award for 

emerging scholars in the digital humanities. He has also produced visual work, including a documentary film on 

hacker communities in Istanbul and the short online video series “Tactics for Quotidian Anthropocenes.” 
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Special Session – Abhijan Toto [with Pujita Guha] (Forest Curriculum) 

 

A Cinema of Anthropophagia, or an Anthropophagic Cinema 

 

Emerging from the framework of the research of the Forest Curriculum, this paper proposes to use the form of 

the essay film as a speculative device for a cosmopolitical reframing of our current ecological moment. It 

addresses the need for a located imagination of our current ecological era, rejecting the planetarity of the 

Anthropocene project, and proposes instead to think with the cosmological systems of zomia. Central to this is a 

re-reading of the ideas of Anthropophagia, the Brazilian modernist movement of the early 20th century, speculating 

towards thinking together about the forests of zomia and of Amazonia. As the Amerindian tribes believe, eating is 

equally a practice of being swallowed up by one’s food as much as it is one’s act of swallowing it. This stems from 

the belief that most life organisms are human souls held within different bodily shapes, alive and powerful, even in 

death. Cannibalism, or anthropophagy therefore, is an act of eating the same/similar (of the body), and the 

different (of the soul), and the cannibalizing process is one that of digesting (or waiting to be digested by) the soul 

that resides in the similar body. Historically, cannibalism emerged as a practice of how one predated, captured and 

digested the enemy, a constant dialogue with the different species that one consumed or came across. Through 

cannibalism, one could move beyond notions of the self (or the other), and into questions of relations, with plant, 

animal and earthly matter: of what the body was processing, of what processes enfolded the body, and how food 

moved from the outside to the inside of the body.  

   In its long movement through 20th century, Anthropophagy emerged as a key practice within Brazilian 

modernism, (most notably so Oswalde de Andrade, Glauber Rocha, and later Eduardo Viveiros de Castro) to 

think about environmental living beyond the apocalyptic imagination of the climate change discourse. It sought to 

think through what one ate, where one moved, and what environments one found itself in. Could one narrate the 

energetics as it transpired in one’s environment? Or the hybridities and relationalities that constituted an ecology? 

And where would one find the self or the other, mind and body, nature and culture in a cannibalistic impetus: a 

colonizing system of dualities that abhorred connections and mixed identities? This paper sets up an dialogue on 

Cannibalist thinking from across Amerindia and Zomia forces us to reinform our cosmologies from a de-colonial 

perspective, through bodies and soul, food and matter, through processes, and relations that intends to 

reconfigure the colonial dualisms as we knew it.  

   When at the precipice that is cannibalism, it is not surprising that we find ourselves viewing one of cinema’s 

most eccentric, almost-impossible genres: the essay film. Long considered the hybrid intermingling of the personal 

with the social, much akin to cannibalism’s enfolding of the outside to the inside, the essay film is both poetic and 

analytic, scientific and mundane. Presumably, anyone can write essays on any topic, and because of this widening, 

often indiscriminate reach, essays (and essay films) are considered, prosaic an activity – much like eating itself. 

Indeed, because the essay inheres a tendency to respond to respond and criticize to cultural events – they are 

viewed as a cannibalistic practice – parasitic, derivative and banal in the same breadth. The essay film is a relational 

act, questioning or redefining objects and subjects, the self and the other, the aesthetic and the unaesthetic, 

content and form. The essay film leans toward intellectual reflections that often insist on more conceptual 

responses, leeching, bleaching, being swallowed up in the environment where the filmmaker found herself in.  

 

 

Abhijan Toto (b. 1994) is an independent curator and writer, interested in ecosophy, interdisciplinary research, 

labour and finance. In 2018, he co-founded the Forest Curriculum with Pujita Guha, a multi-platform project for 

research and mutual co-learning around the naturecultures of the forested belts of South and Southeast Asia. He 

has previously worked with the Dhaka Art Summit, Bangladesh; Bellas Artes Projects, Manila and Bataan, the 

Philippines; Council, Paris; and Asia Art Archive. Selected recent exhibitions include Adrian Paci – Interregnum, 

VER Project Space, Bangkok, Thailand (2019); Realigning the Asian Art Biennale, part of Southern Constellations, 

Museum of Modern Art, Ljubljana (2019); The Exhaustion Project: There Is Still Work To Be Done, Haus der Kulturen 

der Welt, Berlin (2018); History Zero, Mumbai Art Room, Mumbai (2017). He has participated in residencies at 

Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Seoul; HSLU-University of Applied Arts and Sciences, Luzern, 

Switzerland and at the Tentacles Art Space, Bangkok, and in the ICI Curatorial Intensive, Bangkok (2018); the 

Gwangju Biennale Curator’s Workshop (2018) and the Trans-Curatorial Academy, Phnom Penh (2018) among 

others. He was awarded the 2019 Premio Lorenzo Bonaldi, at the GAMeC, Bergamo. 

International Symposium on Anthropocene Studies, 2019 



13 
 

Special Session – Pyeongsoon Choi (EBS) 
 

Making an Anthropocene Documentary for a General Audience 

 
The concept of the Anthropocene has not well known to people in Korea. As a trilogy documentary presented by 
a public broadcasting station, this series mainly focused on introducing the concept of the Anthropocene and 
explained it in plain terms for a general audience. We boldly cited three keywords that show the discourse of the 
Anthropocene; ‘Chicken bone’, ‘Plastic’ and ‘Over-population’. Each of them is a main theme for each episode. 
This documentary interviewed several scholars in many fields including geologist, a biologist, physicist, 
oceanographer, historian, and Earth system scientist. To visualize the 150-minute documentary, we traveled 
around the Anthropocenic spots such as tropical rain forests in Southeast Asia, the giant landfill in India at Diwali 
festival and plastic-polluted islands of Pacific and collected the evidence of new geological era. Especially, it was 
very meaningful to cover the current domestic phenomena in the Anthropocene view. For the first time, this 
documentary succeeded in filming how marine lives in sea water of South Korea adapted in Plastic (Polystyrene), 
shredded it and were fundamental to its breakdown into microplastics. With such a visual telling, this series helps 
a general audience’s understanding of the concept of the Anthropocene.  
 
 
Pyeongsoon Choi is a Program Director of Korea Educational Broadcasting System (EBS) and a member of 
Center for Anthropocene Studies. Starting his career in the advertising industry as an Account Executive in 
TBWA Korea. Since 2011, Choi is an employer of TV industry, EBS. He is interested in making documentaries 
about environmental issues and wildlife. Choi has produced documentary series, Plastic Humanity (2013), Climate 
Change: Himalaya Glacier Tsunami (2014), The Singing Ape, Gibbon (2017), The Anthropocene: Finding the 
Evidence (2019). He is currently making five episodes documentary series, The Sixth Mass Extinction (to be on 
air in 2021).   
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Keynote #2 – Julia Adeney Thomas (University of Notre Dame) 

 

Stratum and Stories: The Multidisciplinary Anthropocene 

 

The "Anthropocene" is first and foremost a geological concept, but understanding how human forces and Earth 

System forcings have conjoined to transform the planet and our current options requires a multidisciplinary effort.  

This presentation argues that the complexity of the Anthropocene requires new ways of producing knowledge 

that bring disciplines into conversation with each other.  However, multidisciplinarity is not the same as 

interdisciplinarity.  Interdisciplinarity integrates different kinds of knowledge to produce a single, coherent 

synthesis, but the Anthropocene is far too complex for such an approach. Because the Anthropocene itself is 

multifaceted, multiscalar, and the product of a recent coalescence of human activities, some having very deep 

origins such as the mastery of fire by our ancestral species and others, such as tourism, becoming widespread only 

recently. To assume that the Earth System and human systems operate separately is to misunderstand what's 

happening, and yet to suggest that no difference exists between geology's scales, methods, and questions and the 

scales, methods, and questions important to social scientists and humanists is to over-simplify the situation and 

suggest that a single solution to this problem is within reach.   

 

 

Intellectual historian Julia Adeney Thomas grew up in the coal country of southwest Virginia where many 

mountains suffer from mountain-top removal. Because of those beloved mountains, she has a sharp interest in 

environmental questions. She writes on concepts of nature, political theory, historiography, and photography in 

Japan and comparatively. Her publications include Reconfiguring Modernity: Concepts of Nature in Japanese Political 

Ideology (winner of the AHA John K. Fairbank Prize), Japan at Nature's Edge: The Environmental Context of a Global 

Power, and Rethinking Historical Distance as well as essays on environmental questions including "Not Yet Far 

Enough" and "History and Biology in the Anthropocene: Questions of Scale, Questions of Value," both in the 

American Historical Review. Her current projects include Visualizing Fascism: The Twentieth-Century Rise of the Global 

Right (Duke University Press, 2020), The Anthropocene (co-authored with Jan Zalasiewicz and Mark Williams, 

forthcoming, Polity Press) and The Historian's Task in the Anthropocene (under contract with Princeton University 

Press.) Educated at Princeton, Oxford, and Chicago, she taught at the University of Illinois at Chicago and the 

University of Wisconsin–Madison before joining Notre Dame's history department. 
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Session #3 Imaginaries – Jamie Lorimer (University of Oxford) 

 

Probiotic Planet: Anthropocene Blowback and the Rise of Gaian Science 

 

To date the Anthropocene has been an antibiotic epoch, marked by systematic (if patchy) efforts to eradicate, 

control, and rationalise life. Widespread anxieties about the problems (or blowback) caused by such modern forms 

of biopower are informing a probiotic turn in the management of human and environmental health. Here 

formerly taboo lifeforms and process are being reintroduced into our bodies, homes, cities and the wider 

countryside. The aim being to use life to manage life, securing the circulation of biological and geophysical process 

to deliver desired functions and services. This turn is informed by a common set of scientific concepts that work 

across scales, linking immunology with Earth System Science. This framework is indebted to the concept of Gaia, 

as developed by James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis. This lecture focuses on the use of keystone species – 

ecologically significant animals capable of regulating ecological dynamics – to restore target ecologies. It draws on 

examples of rewilding in the ‘macro’ biome and biome restoration in the microbiome to outline this common 

mode of managing life. The analysis offers criteria for critically evaluating the political ecologies of these probiotic 

environmentalisms and their potential for hospitable government beyond the Anthropocene. 

 

 

Jamie Lorimer is an Associate Professor in the School of Geography and the Environment at the University of 

Oxford. His research examines popular understandings of nature and how they come to shape the management of 

life. Past projects have crossed scales, encompassing elephants to microbes. Jamie has recently written about the 

Anthropocene zeitgeist, wildlife conservation, the microbiome, and the rise in the West of plant-based eating. He 

is interested in methodologies for engaging publics with scientific research, and has developed a participatory 

approach to microbiology that enables publics to use next generation sequencing to conduct experiments on their 

domestic microbiome. He is the author of Wildlife in the Anthropocene: Conservation after Nature (University of 

Minnesota Press, 2015). His current book project, which is the subject of this talk, will be published in the 

Minnesota Press Posthumanities Series in 2020. 
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Session #3 Imaginaries – Chihyung Jeon (KAIST) 

 

Inside Out: Expelled Machines in the Anthropocene 

 

The Anthropocene has shaped, and has been shaped by, new relationships between humans and machines. 

Humans have developed and deployed machines wherever they wanted to improve human conditions. These 

machines have transformed more and more spaces of the planet into zones of human comfort and convenience, 

redrawing the boundaries of human existence. In fact, some machines are sitting right on the boundary between 

comfort and discomfort, between culture and nature, and, as I will point out in this presentation, between indoors 

and outdoors. 

   My aim here is to narrate a history of air-conditioning (AC), the quintessential technology of living in the 

Anthropocene, as an unfinished series of attempts to find a place for the AC outdoor unit (ACOU). The very idea 

of air-conditioning has always required that some part of the AC system be put outside the space being cooled 

while remaining connected to the rest of the system inside. Due to technical, psychological, and regulatory 

reasons, however, the outdoor units of the AC system in South Korea and elsewhere are located in dubious 

places—outdoors, but covered or hidden, sometimes confined in specially designed structures. The name 

notwithstanding, the ACOU is not completely outdoors, as humans have not yet figured out what kind of space 

the ACOUs can or should occupy. 

   The AC outdoor unit is a machine symbolic of the Anthropocene, constantly being displaced, or expelled, to 

outdoors to create the indoor comfort for humans. The Anthropocene has spawned a class of expelled machines 

similar to the ACOU, uncomfortably placed at the boundary between the inside and the outside and between the 

human and the planet. 

 

 

Chihyung Jeon is an associate professor at the Graduate School of Science, Technology, and Policy at KAIST 

(Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology). Trained in the history of technology and STS, Jeon’s 

research interests include the sociocultural relationship between humans and technologies, the cultures of robotics 

and simulation, the entanglement of politics and engineering, and the sociotechnical understanding and education 

of disasters. He is also affiliated with the Center for Anthropocene Studies, leading one of its research groups 

(Sensing Group).  
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Session #3 Imaginaries – Elizabeth M. DeLoughrey (UCLA) 

 

How Islands Make the Anthropocene Visible 

 

The Anthropocene epoch has been tied to the history of  plantation agriculture, capitalism, transatlantic empire, 

nuclear testing, and the Great Acceleration of  disposability and plastic waste. All of  these histories have impacted 

the ecological histories of  tropical islands to a far greater extent than their continental counterparts, because 

colonized islands have functioned as laboratories of  modernity. My paper suggests that while the Anthropocene 

epoch is understood as a global phenomenon, it cannot be historicized without close attention to these colonial 

histories. The paper examines the US militarism in the Pacific Islands and how Cold War nuclearization of  the 

region inadvertently contributed to our knowledge of  carbon emissions and the Anthropocene. Finally, the paper 

engages with the work of  Indigenous Pacific Island poets to pose challenges and new ways forward in these 

histories of  ecological colonialism.  

 

 

Elizabeth DeLoughrey is a Professor in English and at the Institute for the Environment and Sustainability at 

the University of California, Los Angeles. She is co-editor of Caribbean Literature and the Environment (U of Virginia 

Press, 2005), Postcolonial Ecologies: Literatures of the Environment (Oxford University Press, 2011), and Global Ecologies 

and the Environmental Humanities: Postcolonial Approaches (Routledge, 2015). She is the author of Routes and Roots: 

Navigating Caribbean and Pacific Island Literatures (University of Hawai`i Press, 2007), and a recent book about 

climate change and the literary and visual arts entitled Allegories of the Anthropocene (Duke UP, 2019). With Thom 

Van Dooren, she is co-editor of the international, open-access journal Environmental Humanities. 
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Session #3 Imaginaries – Scott Gabriel Knowles (Drexel University) 

 

Slow Disaster on the Gulf Coast 

 

The idea of a “slow disaster” is a way to think about disasters not as atomized events but as long-term processes 

linked across time—a crucial analytical act for the Anthropocene. Sometimes the linkages are documentable 

through a written record, at other times the record recedes into the land, the archaeological record, or into the 

atmosphere.  The slow disaster stretches both back in time and forward across generations to indeterminate 

points, punctuated by moments we have traditionally conceptualized as “disaster,” but in fact claiming much more 

life, health, and wealth across time than is generally calculated.  The slow disaster is the time scale at which 

technological systems decay and post-traumatic stress grinds its victims—this is the scale at which deferred 

maintenance takes its steady toll—often in ways hard to sense or monetize until a disaster occurs in “event time.” 

   In this paper I consider three different manifestations of slow disaster: the transition from slave plantations to 

industrial sites along the Mississippi River in the “Cancer Alley” of Louisiana, the racial segregation and long-term 

flood risk of Port Arthur, Texas, and the transition of Port Aransas, Texas from a fishing community to an oil 

depot.  In each case, I trace a deep history of violence that underlies contemporary sites of the Gulf Coast 

extractive economy.  By interrogating the Anthropocene in the Gulf we place slavery, segregation, fishing, 

agriculture, hurricanes, and the modern oil industry all in one frame, no longer separating them into politically 

separable categories. 

 

 

Scott Gabriel Knowles is Professor and Head of the Department of History, Drexel University.  His work 

focuses on the history of disaster worldwide.  Knowles is the author of The Disaster Experts: Mastering Risk in 

Modern America (2011).  He has worked this year on the Mississippi: An Anthropocene River project with the 

Haus der Kulturen der Welt (an arts institution based in Berlin), co-organizing Anthropocene field schools in St. 

Louis and New Orleans. 

   He is also editor of Imagining Philadelphia: Edmund Bacon and the Future of the City (2009), and co-editor of 

World’s Fairs in the Cold War: Science, Technology, and the Culture of Progress. He is series co-editor (with Kim 

Fortun) of "Critical Studies in Risk and Disaster" (UPenn Press).  His work on the history of risk and disaster has 

appeared in the Natural Hazards Observer, Journal of Policy History, Technology and Culture, and Engineering 

Studies—he has also written for the New York Times, Huffington Post,  Slate, Conservation Magazine, U.S. 

News and World Report, the Philadelphia Inquirer, and The Hill.  Knowles is completing a new book titled The 

United States of Disaster (UPenn Press). 

   He has previously been a research fellow or visiting faculty member of CIGIDEN/Catolica Chile (2018), 

KAIST (2017), the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science (2016), the Rachel Carson Center (2016), and 

the University of Tokyo (2015). 


